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ABSTRACT
An intrepid traveller, the lone anthropologist, leaves familiar surroundings to embed herself in
a foreign community, hoping to make sense of the people and place located here. Her task is
to document and interpret the customs and practices of the people and seek understanding of
their distinctive ways. She enters a smooth-grey concrete building, dons a laptop and security
swipe, and embarks on a prolonged and intensive process of watching, learning and ultimately,
doing—as she is welcomed and inducted into the daily lives of a group of public servants who
administer policies and programs in an Australian government agency.
Having commenced this endeavour with previous knowledge and experience of how to ‘be’ a
public servant in a different, but related, setting; and with a suspicion of normative
assumptions and expectations about what policy work involves and the knowledge dimensions
related to this—her underlying quest was to generate new understandings of the relevance of
academic research, and the evidence it promotes and advocates for, in enacting and
administering policy. These new understandings did not emerge through discovering and
documenting ‘never-before’ seen customs, but took form by foregrounding the mundane and
everyday ways of being a public servant. In this view, she embraced the people she
encountered as individuals who occupy a role in their workplace, but bring personal and
professional values, ethics and perspectives to bear on being a public sector worker and how
to go about it. Her study explains and illustrates this micro-context within, and against, the
wider institutional and political milieu—to illustrate how these people contend with working to
fixed, and sometimes idiosyncratic, routines and procedures, under the umbrella of external
expectations placed upon them and the institution to which they belong and represent.
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Told through the voice of the ethnographer this story features their efforts to infuse evidenceinformed ways of ‘doing’ and ‘knowing’ with their daily tasks and responsibilities. Three
ethnographic case studies emerged, which she constructs around the daily carriage of teams
with their discrete, but ultimately interconnected, projects that evaluated government
programs, and analysed and prepared for future policy.
The researcher followed her participants into meeting rooms to join in with the discussions
and conversations that occur within these spaces, and participated in producing documents
that arose from these interactions. These same people became her colleagues, and
accordingly, her actions blended with the daily office routines, activities and events of this
office; but she took notes on what went on around her while reflecting on her own entangled
participation in the work. What she derived from this experience helps to redress a disguise of
what ‘evidence-based policy’ is thought to involve and signify, executed from this grounded
and insider perspective of the policy making setting.
In writing interpretations of what she observed, and by examining policy practices through the
lens of ‘policy work’ and ‘policy knowledge’—she sketched a ‘culture’ of research engagement
using a heuristic of what staff do, know, use/make to ‘construct and coordinate’, ‘conduct and
consult’ and ‘consolidate and contextualise’ research and evidence. She concludes that while
knowledge-based expertise is harnessed through such engagements, for staff to decide on
appropriate use of information, to script policy advice and initiate policy action—this requires
professional expertise to synthesise information from a range of sources, and integrate
understandings from across the policy domain. Ultimately, this is oriented to generating
reliable and persuasive narratives to inform future policy action.
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GUIDANCE ON READING
This thesis is organized in four parts and divided into twelve discrete chapters. It follows an
expected format in which Part A contains the introduction, background and context to this
research study, situating it within established literature to emphasise how it contributes to,
and extends, knowledge and understanding of a topic through empirical investigation. This
section provides an overview of the methodology and positions the researcher as active
participant to the research endeavour. Part B contains the empirical component of the study in
the form of three ethnographic case studies in which mundane, everyday practices are
showcased along with emerging reflections on them. Interpretation of the case studies is
presented in Part C as study findings, with conclusions and implications presented in Part D.
Together, this provides a sequence for communicating how and why the study was undertaken
and explicitly addresses and documents knowledge claims against given research objectives
and goals.
While written to meet expectations for communicating qualitative research, some deviation to
this model was required. Identifying as ethnography, this research endeavour was
conceptualised, enacted and written to encompass academic norms and traditions of this
genre. This includes the use of ‘thick description’ and narrative to communicate the study, and
literary and other rhetorical techniques to aid in building a lively and coherent sequence of
events, situations and interactions.
Whilst Part B contains a large portion of the ethnographic narrative, this style of text is also
interspersed throughout the thesis.
Where narrative occurs, passages can be recognised through a left-hand indentation and
border. As such, the reader is visually prompted to recognise, and account for, specific
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ethnographic traditions, and to adjust their comprehension in line with this style of
communication.
PART A — WHERE THE STORY BEGINS
•

Chapter 1 — The backdrop: opens with a narrative description of arrival at the field site
and a short general introduction to the study. It introduces the conceptual and
theoretical origins of this study within the tradition of anthropological ethnography, and
accounts for the development of the study topic.

•

Chapter 2 – The setting: explores dominant debate about evidence-based policy and
associated normative expectations for the relevance of academic research to policymaking processes. It further sets the scene through discussion about diverse
understandings of research use and flags that debate around evidence-based policy is
entangled and unsettled. Research gaps are explored, and key research questions for
this study offered.

•

Chapter 3 – The enactment: presents an account of the ethnographic design of the
study, detailing an ‘interpretive framework’ that underpinned its approach and
enactment. The process of gaining ethnographic ‘entry’ is described, ending with an
account of the practical enactment of the field study and how data was collection.

PART B — A SERIES OF EVIDENCE ENTANGLEMENTS
•

Chapter 4 – An uncertain investment: is the first case study which revolves around the
policy team ‘Amber’ who worked on an early-stage evaluation about service outcomes
with a group of delivery organisations; a policy analysis project about options to refine a
funding model to this sector; and a smaller project about analysing service data.
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•

Chapter 5 – An evidence paradox: follows the ‘Beryl’ team who managed the final stages
of an evaluation of a community intervention and simultaneously contended with
options about future evidence generation and needs.

•

Chapter 6 – Runaway policy: orients around the team ‘Coral’ who embarked on a policy
analysis project to examine changes of intent of a policy under their remit and
determine an appropriate role for government.

PART C — A ‘CULTURE’ OF RESEARCH USE
•

Chapter 7 – Construct and coordinate: offers interpretations about how staff construct
research and evidence engagements through commissioned evaluation and research
projects, and then coordinate the process that follows.

•

Chapter 8 – Conduct and consult: continues interpretation with how staff conduct
research and consult the disseminated learnings to analyse policy issues and develop
advice to government.

•

Chapter 9 – Consolidate and contextualise: draws together these themes as ‘doings’ and
‘knowings’ to show how this constitutes the various ways that staff consolidate
information and contextualise the learnings against their policy responsibilities.

PART D — EVIDENCE-BASED REALITIES
•

Chapter 10 – Embedded capability: presents discussion and conclusions about the
fieldwork trial of ‘embedded specialist’ and the organisation of policy staff expertise.

•

Chapter 11 – Revisit normative assumptions: compares a normative vision of evidencebased policy with findings from the case studies.

•

Chapter 12 – Policy work in focus: discusses evidence-use through the lens of ‘policy
work’. It concludes with some final words and reflections on what the ethnographic
approach to this study topic has enabled and achieved.
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PART A:
WHERE THE STORY BEGINS

CHAPTER 1

THE BACKDROP

The researcher’s arrival in the field is quintessential to ethnography. It conveys the first
impressions of a place and initial sense of contrast with home, priming the reader’s
imagination for what is to come. As anthropological tradition dictates, this narration
introduces the physical backdrop to the study, locating it in a discrete place and time and
entices the reader into a wonderment of an exotic place—where at first, established norms
and customs feel alien. This research account begins with an embrace of this steadfast custom.
It opens with the familiar narrative that describes a transition to a place that becomes the
ethnographic ‘fieldsite’ and where ‘fieldwork’ will be done. This narrative heightens a sense of
awareness for the task to come—to seek out and comprehend how this place is understood by
the inhabitants.
The place and people I describe in my arrival scene, however, could not be further from
anthropology’s founding focus and practice—to disembark at a remote, small-scale
community, ready to classify and catalogue unfamiliar rituals and customs of the residents that
live there (Malinowski 1978). Instead, I describe urban landscapes and office scenes, along
with the people who work at this organisational location, and whose words and actions I
feature in this ethnography: employees of the Australian Public Service (APS). Conducted over
a ten-month period from 2018-19, I was participant observer to a policy branch within in a
single department. I observed the work habits, communications and interactions of policy staff
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in the branch, and in doing so aimed to make sense of their engagement with academic
research and evidence in their work and to ascribe meaning to their actions.
Aside from physical co-location, staff in the branch shared a common goal to develop policy
aimed at improving outcomes for Australia’s Indigenous, or Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples 1. As the human face of bureaucracy, staff had undoubtedly professional, and
even personal, resolve to enact the administration of Indigenous policy according to individual,
team and institutional priorities. Amidst calls for government to strengthen the capacity of
policy to make a positive impact on socio-economic outcomes (Australian Government 2020),
and for policy processes to make better use of research and evidence (Banks 2009)—the
ethnographic study of this setting provides a glimpse into a world of policy practice that is
normally hidden from view. The knowledge I generated through this study enables a better
understanding of a perceived ‘gap’ that proports to account for why research is not more
routinely applied to policy decision-making, and to illuminate the everyday actions and
interactions of policy staff that operate within the conceptual ‘nexus’ where research and
policy making intersect.

1

‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’ recognises and encompasses the distinct and diverse nations and
peoples who are First Australians. I have chosen to use the term ‘Indigenous’ throughout this thesis to
refer to Australia’s First Nations peoples. I have done this for reasons of brevity and consistency, while
acknowledging that for some this is generic, and not preferred, terminology.
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1.1 A planned arrival
This research journey begins with a typical routine on a non-routine morning. I get ready
and pack some necessities to set off to my place of work, making the journey by car only a
suburb or two away to arrive at my work destination. Yet today marks my commencement
at a new workplace, in a different city, and at a previously unseen office with unknown and
unfamiliar colleagues. I am commencing my anthropological fieldwork amongst public
servants working in Indigenous policy.
This fieldwork has taken me west of the escarpment that separates Wollongong from the
vast interior of this island continent. Having arrived the night before in the place where I
grew up; my short commute to the office is marked by familiar streetscapes and landmarks
that stir memories of long, dry, carefree summers and crisp blue-sky winters. Returning
here under these uncertain conditions arouses mixed feelings, and I feel trepidation for
what is to come. I am comforted by my temporary lodging, staying with the mother of my
high school best friend. But time has not stood still here, and the house of my memories
has been long destroyed by bushfire. This event came to be known as a ‘firestorm’ from
how it tore indiscriminately through large swathes of suburbia 2. The residential structure
located here now is the rebuilt version that stands as imposter alongside the original
housing nearby.
Despite this past devastation, the street facade has stayed remarkably constant, and the
home’s front yard is still overhung by the same majestic eucalypt whose bark hangs down
in strips and sap leaches onto the ground below in untidy rivulets and blobs. Its
outstretched branches continue to overshadow the nature strip in triumph over the fire’s
legacy. The structure that now stands on this site is somewhat incongruous, contrasting
with the demure brown brick houses that still characterise the street. This house now has
red oriental archways and angled accents, with the spirit of overseas diplomatic postings
infusing the design. Directly opposite is an empty housing lot with metal construction
fencing around the perimeter. This is not another firestorm casualty, but a demolition
stemming from a discontinued practice to insulate roof cavities against the frosty winters

2

This major bushfire impacted large tracts of urban development, destroying hundreds of houses.
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with loose-fill asbestos. This hazardous ‘Mr Fluffy Home’ had been removed some months
ago and the site is still in remediation. For now, it is steeped in emptiness and desertion,
revealing nothing of its future potential.
As I arrive at a multi-story parking garage, I am struck by an imposing vision of massive
concrete expanses that rise upwards in alternate solid slabs and cavernous voids. This vista
bears no resemblance to the parking amenity at my university campus, a thin expanse of
concrete laid over the dirt with a steep rocky escarpment backdrop at one end, and
scraggly beach dunes at the other. Here, mountains also fringe the city’s flanks, but these
are barely visible and too distant to stand in guardianship over the low to middle-rise urban
sprawl before me. I pull in through one of the three curved entrances to the garage and
stop before the closed boom gate. Lowering my window, I push the button on the
automatic ticket machine and hear the cogs whir into action as it prints and ejects my
ticket. I am accosted by the smells of bacon and pancakes that waft through the open
window. These aromas strike me as out of place at this mundane site, and I wonder if the
adjacent building has a ventilation fan nearby that circulates food-laden air upon drivers
from nearby eating venues.
Being my first visit to this relatively new parking garage, I am not aware that frequent
patrons arrange pre-purchased tickets. Unlike me, they do not wait for the machine to
discharge an entrance card, and this moment in their day is streamlined, being free to pulse
through this entrance passageway ahead of the adjacent boom gates where less prepared
motorists are still barricaded. I grab the ticket that waits in the machine slot and proceed
through the gate to merge into a single file procession of cars leapfrogging unevenly
through the barrier, before falling in line with this onwards stream.
Like a corkscrew, I steer the car in unison with this continuous line of vehicles that begins to
navigate the hairpin turns of the upward ramps, rising ever higher to the next concrete
platform. This conga line of cars slowly crawls head to toe, only disbanding when reaching a
floor with abundant rows of uninterrupted white parallel lines, signalling unfilled places to
park. An occasional car optimistically breaks rank earlier to traverse up and down the dark
corridors, triggering motion sensor lights in its wake, hoping to find a lone overlooked gap.
Invariably, the motorist returns full circle and is confronted with an impenetrable flow of
traffic that continues unabated along and up to the next floor.
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After climbing a small number of floors, I veer away from the next up-ramp and into the
parking expanse to choose a parking space. Gathering my belongings and ticket I exit the
car and follow in the direction of others already walking towards the elevator as way out of
the garage. Pausing at the lifts, I wonder if all these people are public servants, and whether
I can judge this by how they are presented; by their clothing, shoes or accessories, or the
cars they drive. From previous visits to this area, I know that a number of government
offices are located in the vicinity, but also retail businesses, restaurants and other services
along with a growing number of residential apartments and hotels. At best this seems to be
a mixed crowd as I can see few dark-coloured SUV vehicles with prestige symbols affixed to
the front bonnet. Turning to people’s general attire, I note an absence of dark suits, patent
leather shoes and buckled-down briefcases, or shiny pump heels below elegant pencil skirts
and gold-adorned handbags. I see no outward signs of political or social capital that many
would associate with career public servants. I assess the dress code as ‘smart casual’ as
people are dressed in an array of presentable, yet comfortable and practical, clothing.
Briefcases have been substituted with backpacks, and socks and sneakers are fitted in place
of dress shoes. I feel that many of the people at the lift are at the beginning of their
workday as prams and children are absent, and I see no couples standing together in
conversation. But I still wonder whether many public servants are parked elsewhere, and I
am in the wrong place to witness the instream of well-heeled bureaucrats.
Wanting to find out the ‘right place’ to park in terms of proximity to the office building and
length of stay versus price, I had sought advice upfront. As I become familiar with office
routines, I learn about a different carpark used routinely by high-level executive staff; shortterm use by regular staff is extended as a privilege to a lucky few who win the office parking
ballot. This carpark exists in the basement of the work building and has direct lift access to
the office. Its exclusivity ensures that staff with a high level of mobility are able to leave for
external appointments, and return easily, during the workday. Reserved parking bays
preserve a staff member’s spot irrespective of arrival time or movements. It is also a place
where staff bump into each other and have impromptu work discussions, their workday
beginning and ending at the closing of a car door, and their commute from car to office
bypassed. In this carpark, staff are neither unseen nor anonymous, but this allows
conversations to take place away from the earshot of others.
The lift takes some minutes to arrive, and people wait patiently and silently, facing the lift
doors. As these open, we file in one by one and turn around again to face the door, looking
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down at our feet or smartphone, or at the back of the shoulder of the person in front. The
lift has an unimpeded descent down to ground level as newcomers to the parking garage
now join at higher up floors, and everyone exits at ground level. As we move out into the
lobby in the building below, most parking garage patrons move immediately to the outside
doors. A small number break off to join a growing line of people leading to a long glass
counter displaying colourful and sugar-laden items on glass shelves. This is at the closest
coffee counter to the lift exit; and sits at the entrance to a large café just beyond the
familiar sight of an espresso machine and paraphernalia of coffee grinder and beverage
holders. This offering has drawn a small crowd, perhaps those standing by hope to delay
that inevitable moment when work begins for the day, or like to savour this moment to
collect their thoughts and make a mental list of priorities for the day. The habitual nature of
grabbing a coffee in the morning allows many to spot a familiar face and have an informal
catch-up outside of the office. I notice that the bacon and pancake smell is absent here,
despite being the closest café to the parking garage. Perhaps the kitchen, where raw
ingredients are gathered and arranged in preparation for serving, is located off-site, with
the coffee counter just a façade. Eager to arrive at my office building, and with little faith
that I will see someone I know in the coffee line, I continue on my way.
As I spill out through the automatic doors and onto the surrounding streets, I see people
walking quickly and with purpose, only slowing or pausing to check for cars at the
pedestrian crossings. Yet motorists do not appear rushed or impatient, and seemingly
accept the delay that pedestrians bring to this moment. I wonder again whether these cars
are occupied by public servants, in turn on their own journey into the public parking garage,
only to make their way onto the streets to stop at the pedestrian crossing.
Walking the short distance to the office building where I will work, I am struck by the
feeling that this area is either in rejuvenation or in crumbling disrepair. Perhaps, both at the
same time. I feel a discernible presence emanating from the deep chasms visible in the
ground where buildings once had their foothold; and scaffolding and graffiti hug the
outside of disused and now dilapidated buildings bearing wooden boards in place of glass
windowpanes. Yet, temporary construction fencing around this site is adorned with
colourful placards touting pictures of cosy apartment interiors, promising an array of
shopping and dining experiences still to come. This suggests an impending multi-functional
urban space is being constructed where residents can live, eat and work; a public
commitment that this unused concrete wasteland will soon give way to vibrant social
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assemblages, enhanced community cohesion and practical convenience. Over the ensuing
months it becomes apparent that despite the continuous rumble of diggers and tractors
and the air being punctuated by the endless staccato of industrial nail guns, no outward
signs of progress that this vision is being accomplished could be detected. Either the pace
of change is too slow to register, or the transformation is occurring deep inside the
building’s exterior walls, only to be unveiled to the public once realised. I feel a slight sense
of foreboding as I walk and wonder why urban areas must be neglected before being
considered worthy of improvement; and I am struck by the contrast of the construction
efforts against the backdrop of buildings already complete that foretell the potential for
renewal and restoration.
I soon arrive at the entrance to an unassuming building, pass through the automatic glass
doors and into a nondescript corridor from which the physical entrance to the department
is situated. The building itself is not large, just a handful of floors, with no markers visible
from the outside that would alert the casual passer-by to what type of business, service or
organisation is contained within. The exterior is smooth and grey with large, tinted
windows along the length. Being newly built, it is markedly different in style and
appearance to the original government buildings erected here in the 1970s that sport a
brown Lego brick-like appearance, or are covered with rough grey concrete cladding.
Interestingly, the Commonwealth Coat of Arms does not hang above, or appear on, the
doors. This is the usual confirmation that government administration is at work. That this
formal symbol of authority 3 is lacking leaves me with a sense of doubt as to whether I have
entered the correct place, and I feel a lack of familiarity and comfort that the emblematic
symbol usually instils. Perhaps adorning the exterior makes little sense in an era of
heightened security, and when government spaces are designed to be inviting.
Alternatively, further work is simply needed to provide the department with a permanent
presence in this building.
As I move through the next set of sliding doors it is finally clear that the department does
reside here. The usual signage declaring the department name is visible inside the entrance

3

This is used to “identify the authority and property of the Australian Government”. It features a shied
with the symbols of Australia’s 6 states, held by a kangaroo and an emu. The current version has been in
place since 1912. https://www.peo.gov.au/learning/fact-sheets/national-symbols.html
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space, displayed above the reception desk. This desk is attended by staff who preside over
an oversized book, an official record of who has been here, and details the movement of
non-staff in and out of the department. It mediates temporary and guided access to the
building. A second desk is located to the side of the room and behind a glass counter with
small speaking holes. This is the security desk, and it is separated from this main space with
a transparent barrier so that the rooms beyond are partially visible. Couches and chairs,
coffee table books and umbrella stands are carefully arranged to one side in this entrance
foyer, fostering an unassuming atmosphere for those passing through or waiting to be
escorted into the building.
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1.2 Study origins
Research, Evidence and Policy: Ethnography of (Making) Policy Work
Like many doctoral studies, the genesis of this topic arose over a long time period. As I
grappled with the failure to progress my original research plan early in my candidature—one
of my supervisors suggested I should harness my previous public service experience in the
spirit of Tess Lea’s study of Northern Territory bureaucrats in Bureaucrats and Bleeding Hearts
(2002; 2008). As my research work at the time involved interviewing policy makers about their
engagements with qualitative research in Indigenous policy settings—I merged these two
concepts to create the present topic of how policy staff engage with research and evidence in
their everyday work, and decided on an ethnographic approach to doing this.
My intrinsic interest in the use of research and evidence within the policy arena can be traced
to 2007–2009 while working as public servant in the APS. This role involved sourcing, collating,
and analysing academic research, quantitative data and other sources of information to
contextualise and devise interpretations of socio-economic trends about the Indigenous
population. I acquired first-hand experience with the bureaucratic usage of research and
evidence, and exposure to an interface of academic evidence, data, and information aimed at
influencing government priorities and activities across whole-of-government policy settings.
That research and evidence impact the policy setting in particular ways, and under certain
circumstances, was not something I understood well at the time. Some years later while
employed in an academic setting I revisited a task that I had worked on as public servant, but
had failed to resolve at the time. I had been tasked with drafting a proposal for a new socioeconomic indicator for inclusion in ongoing reporting that would reflect the relationship of
speaking Indigenous languages to improved outcomes. At the time I struggled to construct this
proposal within the expected parameters that required a combination of a meaningful
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rationale, credible evidence and a source of ongoing data and evidence to track progress over
time. The proposal needed to target policy areas that were amenable to government action
and mould to the priorities and goals of the report in which it would feature. While I was not
the first staff member to attempt this task, when I left the role, constructing the language
indicator felt like unfinished business.
Only through serendipity did I re-engage with this issue while working with a group of
academics with linguistics expertise in Indigenous languages. As part of my duties, I gained
exposure to current research knowledge in this field, particularly around the relationship
between language, health and social and emotional wellbeing. My involvement in this work
coincided with a departmental review of the socio-economic indicators with the government
report I had worked on, and the department’s renewed interest in developing a language
indicator. In response our unit developed a concept and presented this to the department in
person. This concept contained a rationale, key evidence, and possible sources of data about
Indigenous languages that refocused the issue from the number of fluent speakers of
traditional languages to efforts to revitalise languages through learning and speaking
Indigenous language, including creoles. Accordingly, this made the issue relevant to a larger
proportion of the Indigenous population and widened the geographic scope compared to the
original conception of measuring speakers of traditional languages. During this meeting with
the department, we received positive and encouraging feedback along with a request to
submit this concept as a written proposal for consideration by the inter-governmental working
group and governance committee that oversaw the report.
While I was not privy to what happened next behind closed doors with our proposal and
working concept, when the next edition of the report was published not long after, a newly
formed language indicator was incorporated bearing surprising similarity to key elements we
had communicated. Constructed around revitalisation and maintenance of language, this now
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addressed key parameters such as having a source of data and evidence, a rationale for why
this was of population-level interest and how it could be amendable to government
intervention.
Reflecting on this experience, I had learned that academic research and evidence is usable in
combination with knowledge and understanding of government priorities, goals and
constraints. This revelation, while likely already known to many staff employed in the public
service, continued to interest. What happened behind closed doors with our proposal, and
how this came to transform the report, is what I hoped to understand better.
Returning to the present, as fieldwork wrapped up, I grappled with the contribution of what I
had learned about policy practices and processes. I struggled to justify my aim to present this
research from a policy perspective given normative disciplinary interests in anthropology to
pursue critical research questions and analyse societal inequities. To make a case for public
servants as a powerless or disadvantaged group was nonsensical, yet I suspected that this
group lacked a voice about the realities of their work and grappled with external criticism of
the effect of the policies they administer. At this time, I became involved as founding member
of an international network of doctoral and early career scholars whose research focuses on
policy settings through employing a unique ‘sensibility’ arising from ethnographic and
interpretive methods and approaches. Many of these scholars brought an orientation to their
research that resonated with my own, deriving also from practitioner experience in the public
sector and a similar interest in the policy process as relational and situated activity. Through an
exposure to the work of the group and their own experiences I gained a rationale to pursue
actor-centred and interpretive orientations. I also gained the confidence to leave critical or
mainstream orientations to studying public policy actors and their practices—many of which
aim to highlight the impacts of policy and bureaucracy on citizens and society—to other
scholars.
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As I stood at this important crossroad, I travelled to the University of Edinburgh to meet with
this international group, now named ‘Policy, Knowledge, Practice’; and with Richard Freeman
who had recognised our commonalities and connected us together. Himself an established
scholar in this field, I asked his opinion of the value of actor-centred narratives that arise from
these endeavours. His response was encouraging, that it gives a voice to policy practitioners,
and such accounts can present a simple and honest tribute to that's what it's like. He further
suggested that many who write about government and bureaucracy do this in ways that are
unrecognisable to people who work there, and that this work often simply describes rather
than explains (personal communication 13 Feb 2020).
Hence, armed with this reinforcement, and supported by a shared lived experience of bridging
academic and public sector worlds—this thesis aims to present a way of life of policy staff to
ascribe meaning to the everyday work they do. It affords agency, autonomy and expertise to
staff and their practices, otherwise recognised as the craft of public administration (2010).
Ostensibly, it strives to show the many nuanced and skilful ways that policy staff engage with
research and evidence that may be invisible to those who look onto policy-making from afar,
or see this through different eyes.
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1.3 Conceptual underpinnings
As I will explore more fully in Chapter 3, this study is anthropological in spirit and execution.
While the policy setting is not a traditional arena for this discipline, anthropological and
ethnographic approaches have been successfully applied to organisational contexts, and with
‘government elites’ (Latour & Woolgar 1986; Rhodes et al. 2007b; Ybema et al. 2009a).
Therefore, as preparation I looked initially to anthropology to help discern what schools of
thought I could use to plan out my study and devise parameters around my research topic. My
foray into the methodological literature, and how this informed an ‘interpretive framework’
that I applied to the study, is described in Chapter 3.2. In this section, I concentrate on what
was instrumental to my thinking as my topic took form, and provide some explanation of how
this evolved as the study progressed through its phases. I detail this as a process of developing
conceptual clarity around how to undertake anthropological research within a policy setting,
and firm up my study’s objectives.
I was drawn initially to the work of Shore, Wright and Wedel who articulate a coherent model
for anthropological research conducted with, and about, policy actors and their setting (Shore
& Wright 1997; Shore et al. 2011; Wedel et al. 2005). As a broad set of conceptual approaches
and frameworks I found the ‘anthropology of policy’ field initially well suited to “research into
policy issues and processes and the critical analysis of those processes” (Wedel et al. 2005, p.
31). I readily gained a conceptual mindset to challenge existing understandings about what is
known about policy processes, and to do this by empirical examination of the mediation of
these processes by policy actors (p. 39). I became committed to an analytical stance to
unmask, and question, what is assumed about the field of research utilisation through
systematic methods of interpretation and reflection (Shore & Wright 1997). My interest was to
focus on the everyday and mundane world of policy, and the ‘anthropology of policy’ was
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uniquely suited to “take on the complexity, ambiguity, and messiness” (Wedel et al. 2005, p.
33-34) of policy processes and their actors. As this branch of anthropology was partly in
response to other fields or disciplines that have been slow to accept that the policy process is
not a rational, linear or a neat set of processes, it provided me with a confirmation that
traditional research toolkits would not be sufficient to investigate what has already been
depicted using normative approaches.
As I entered fieldwork, I wore an explicit mindset that my study would be recognisable within
this sub-field of anthropology; but as this progressed and I exited the field, this intention had
already waned. Despite an understanding that the study gaze could be applied to policy actors
as well as policies and the policy setting, I began to see that the anthropology of policy
approach was best suited to understand the effect of policy on people—particularly on
marginalised or vulnerable groups in society. The conceptualisation of policy as a powerful
force, and a principal mechanism of intervention into the lives of people by powerful
institutions, like state bureaucracies, is a central theme. This encapsulates perspectives of
early proponents of a ‘reinvented anthropology’ from which the anthropology of policy
surfaced—such as Nader’s famous call to ‘study-up’ (Nader 1974 cited in Wedel et al. 2005, p.
33), and Wedel’s invocation to ‘study-through’ policy processes (2001 cited in Wedel et al.
2005, p. 40). ‘Study-up’ and ‘study-through’ are approaches to anthropological research that
connect the policy setting to the communities in which policy has effect at the local, regional
or global level—in a manner that takes into account the relationships and networks within,
and between, people and places that make up these worlds. As my study was to be confined to
a singular site, a central locale of policy making—a studying ‘up’ and ‘through’ approach was
not amenable to the study’s aims. I was able to repurpose this concept as exploring
interpersonal connections embedded within this policy world, encompassing other parts of the
policy system—and the interactions with external sources of research and expertise and their
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actors such as commissioned and contracted evaluators, rather than between worlds as policy
diffuses outwards.
Consequently, turning the ‘anthropological gaze’ upwards, or along, towards the people who
are touched by policy found no natural fit with my study goals. Frequently this is predicated on
a notion that the research process will be an unmasking of power vested within the policy
world. The unmasking I sought was not in reference to expressions of power and hierarchy and
the effect this has on downstream actors—instead, I wished to pursue a problematising of the
“tendency to treat ‘policy’ as an unproblematic given, without reference to the sociocultural
contexts in which it is embedded and understood”; to “provide a critical corrective to the
simplified models…[that] often fail to produce desired outcomes on the ground” (Wedel et al.
2005, p. 43-44). The authors’ intended meaning for ‘on the ground’ was towards those who
are affected by policy, but I re-applied this concept to the research-policy nexus. I would
explore a conceptual and physical realm that features ‘simplified models’ and misconceptions
about instrumental usage of research in policy making (Caplan 1979), and views research
utilisation as a process aimed at translating research to achieve policy transfer. Furthermore, I
wished to explore this in relation to the ‘sociocultural contexts’ in which policy takes place to
contextualise actors’ local actions with the mezzo and macro structures that influence, and
give structure, to daily work.
Examining the impacts of policy, or exposing vested power relations and structures within
policy making, or public organisations, had little resonance with the research questions and
scope of this study. In a recent review of the anthropology of policy, Tate describes two
branches—one works with “impacted communities” and the other involves “critique of
powerful policy-making elites” (2020, p. 92). This places policy actors as the object of study for
critical questions of power and domination of bureaucratic structures. My goal of
understanding gradually became closer aligned to the outer tenants of anthropology of policy,
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to explore “the cultures and worldviews of those policy professionals and decision makers who
seek to implement and maintain their particular vision of the world through their policies and
decisions” (Wedel et al. 2005, p. 34). But even in that version, I was mindful that research
questions that are centred on power and authority with public service institutions—even if
based on empirical research—would be unhelpful. The findings that result would constitute
poor pragmatic input into understanding policy processes or practical understanding of how
research contributes to staff or organisational priorities.
As lines of enquiry began to solidify in my mind, it became clear that the anthropology of
policy would not further clarify my study objectives. I consulted empirical studies on the
Indigenous policy setting, its processes and actors, that used anthropological and ethnographic
approaches—largely to see what other study questions have been addressed. I discuss these
as a contribution to knowledge of research utilisation in Indigenous contexts in Chapter 2.2.
For present purposes, while this reading of relevant scholarship provided me with inspiration
for how anthropological enquiry can be harnessed to reconstruct social and cultural worlds
and their actors—the emphasis on critical research questions and the deleterious effects of
policy and bureaucracy on policy recipients and society that governs this work, left me without
further horizons. I sought out alternative concepts to frame the policy world I experienced and
to build an understanding of policy staff as central actors, rather than protagonists to
downstream impacts or as entangled agents within unequal power relations.
I looked beyond anthropology to other interpretive traditions for further inspiration on
studying the policy domain. Works by Dvora Yanow and Carol Bacchi took my interest as
having coherent and well-regarded approaches that embed a problematising and questioning
philosophy (Bacchi 2009; Yanow 2000; Yanow 1996). I was drawn to a recognition of the policy
process as created through human interaction and shaped through contestation and
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mediation. Soon I accepted the limits of this to further inform my own approach as the
analytical focus of this work is centred more on the policy itself and its resulting documents,
than the policy actors who initiate and sustain this creation. While these approaches readily
encompass non-critical research questions, I felt that a focus on understanding policies as
expressed and symbolic governmental intentions would come at the expense of understanding
policy actors, their motivations and expectations, and the forms of interaction that imbue this
with meaning.
More specifically, I felt that Yanow’s approach regards policy actors as an embodiment of a
professional task, or role, to analyse policy interpretively as a type of purposeful activity—
rather than one that aims to interpret their actions and describe how these accrue sociocultural meaning (Yanow 2000). Here, the policy actor analysing policy is merged with the
external policy analyst who engages in this, mostly, from a position external to the policy
process, and as providing external expertise. The result is a blurring of the distinction between
direct involvement in policy processes as public sector employee, and acting as external agent
in analysis of the policy process (Colebatch & Radin 2006). This has profound repercussions for
the ability to make cultural inferences about those who engage in analytic policy process
activities and do this through a focus on their behaviour and activities, when the group—and
its inclusion boundaries—are undefined and overlapping. To illustrate this focal difference
further—Yanow suggests that policy documents can be analysed for their inherent features
and markers, and interpreted for their contribution to understanding “how does a policy
mean” or otherwise, the meaning of a policy (Yanow 1996). While this rightfully prompts the
analyst to explore underlying assumptions about policies and their processes of production, it
is not able to account for the socio-cultural process of production and generation of meaning
from the policy actor’s position. Instead, the object of meaning becomes the text and its
material form, which is transferred again onto the audience who receives its messages. These
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are certainly valuable insights for researchers interested in the textual manifestations policy—
but as an anthropological approach to uncovering actors’ hidden or implicit expectations and
intentions, and how these become infused within documents—this is less instructive.
Not yet finding adequate concepts to scope and refine the focus of my study, I stumbled across
a stream of empirical interpretive works that describe policy actors and policy settings through
a focus on the micro-actions of policy actors and their mundane and everyday routines. This
was immediately appealing to me and seemed compatible with the ethnographic gaze that
fixates on everyday occurrences. This scholarship prompted me to construct an underpinning
conceptual frame to first establish what policy actors do and decipher how they perceive their
own engagements—before embarking on interpretation of this. As the missing puzzle piece to
my study, this set my intention to concentrate on understanding policy as ‘work’, and to
describe policy actors’ behaviour as engagement with research and evidence.
There are many scholars who exemplify this kind of approach, with Hendrik Wagenaar a
notable example. His exposition of administrators in a Dutch immigration office begins with
the premise that we know little about what “public administrators actually do when they are
doing their job?”; citing that this is rarely “discussed as work, as a set of activities that
employees of public agencies engage in to deal with some of society’s most pressing
problems” (2004, p. 643). Based on extended interviews, rather than ethnographic study, and
through a substantive focus on the application of formal rules—this study is an exemplar of
work that details the practice of public administration through a chosen lens of work
behaviour. Wagenaar examines this principally through the concept of “practical judgement”.
This excerpt from the conclusions about public sector work, and action as accomplishment,
aptly demonstrates an alternative explanation that interpretive scholarship focused on
everyday occurrences can generate compared to ‘outside’ or normative views of what public
administration entails:
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Although to the uninformed outsider it seems as if administrators like Judy operate in a wellordered bureaucratic world, organized according to fixed rules, stable routines, and
dependable procedures, from the perspective of the person on the work floor we know this
stability is hard won. Routines are an optical illusion. Instead of describing administrative work
as following guidelines or applying knowledge, at an experiential level it can best be described
as an active, ongoing orientation in a shared world. Administrative work is, in a deep sense of
the word, an accomplishment. (2004, p. 651)

Mirko Noordegraaf is another fine example, and the rich and lively interpretations that spring
from his work are worthy of emulation. He identifies similar concerns in his study on public
policy managers in Dutch central government. Based on in-depth observation of the “working
days and policy work” of these individuals, he poses the question of how “do they see their
work, and make sense of it?”; positing this as central to exploring how managers “deal with
high-paced, but intangible policy work”. This study is conceptually grounded through a
distinction between accounting for action, and managerial accounts of their own actions—with
accounts of “action when they act”. This places an analytical focus on the actions or practices
to show how “policy realities are enacted” (2007, p. 78-81). Noordegraaf frames his
contribution to this field through concluding that policy managers:
use coping mechanisms to deal with endless paper- and meeting-driven issues “streams”. At
first sight these issues are discursive. Events are qualified, interpreted and dealt with through
talk; words, terms and metaphors, and stories. This vocabulary makes policy issues.
Day-to-day episodes during which events are discussed and dealt with are grounded in policy
practices full of papers and meetings that have their own logic. Policy managers are not just
getting a grip on events and policy issues. They are trying to get a grip on day-to-day activities
and other episodes. (2007, p. 98)

Freeman also writes extensively about the mundane practices of bureaucratic actors and the
common activities connected to meetings and document (2019a). His brand of analysis is
appealing in how it manages to get below the surface to write about the mundane as
extraordinary and interconnected practice. From his study focused on the role of councillors in
Scottish local government he generates accounts of their weekly schedules via a diary method,
to “parse out the different elements of meeting and meeting-related activity, to indicate why
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they are significant and how they might fit together” (2019b, p. 5). While the analytical focus is
often more on the meeting or the routine than the actor, he demonstrates how councillors
engaged directly with others, noting the skills and judgement needed to navigate these kinds
of encounters, and explores the work that meetings do. He suggests that a councillor’s role is
to “articulate or translate between the different kinds of meetings”, and to show how one
meeting is “made present in another” (2019b, p. 15). Furthermore, Freeman’s work helps to
highlight the interactive qualities of meetings and documents, furnishing these events and
artefacts with actor-centred understandings that differ from normative accounts of policy
processes.
Despite significant differences with my own disciplinary and theoretical presuppositions, the
work of these scholars epitomized an orientation that I could not find within other scholarship.
Examples of difference include that these scholars draw more explicitly from political science
and sociology than I wished to imitate; few studies are ethnographic in approach or execution;
and privilege a perspective of practice covered under the umbrella of ‘practice theory’ (Bueger
2014; Nicolini 2013). I was not able to share these perspectives for these would have
supplanted deeply rooted anthropological precepts of how I conceptualised my study (further
detail in Chapter 3). Nonetheless, the emphasis in these accounts on fine-grained and intimate
descriptions of what policy actors do in their day-to-day policy entanglements finally provided
me with potential ways of seeing and describing the field that would allow me to integrate an
anthropological interest in rituals, customs and norms of policy actors and their setting, and
situate this against the institutional and governmental setting. Importantly, this approach
allowed me to pursue my research questions through an interpretive, and not a critical lens. It
afforded me a way to explore the policy setting and actors as a cultural realm without
appealing to policy failure and dysfunction to explain what policy processes and bureaucracy
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entails, or what it produces as effects on society (see for instance Brown 2017; Brown 2019;
Carey et al. 2017).
As I engaged further with the works of scholars like Annelise Riles (1998; 2017) and Helen
Schwartzman (1989)—I drew additional inspiration from the enticing anthropological
sensemaking of these authors in their descriptions and interpretations of the construction of
bureaucratic texts and what occurs during meetings. These provided me with illustrations of
the integration of cultural forms of interaction and collective processes into ethnographic
research on policy settings. Finally, I was able to piece together compatible aspects from the
anthropology of policy with a micro-action and actor-focused research frame, along with a
style of de-familiarised interpretation of forms of bureaucratic action, interaction and
materiality—that resonated with my field experiences as participant observer. I developed a
coherent plan to problematise, challenge and contrast normative models of research
utilisation and the evidence-based policy debate, focusing on the realities of the policy process
and the actors who inhabit these spaces.
As I emerged from my fieldwork and began to define the cultural domains of my analysis, I
turned again to scholars who write about policy in interpretive ways and who acknowledge the
policy process as distinct from theoretical concepts that use a cycle metaphor to depict
discrete phases that structure policy formulation. The writings by Hal Colebatch and his
colleagues particularly appealed to me. These highlighted the lack of common understanding
about the actions of policy actors against what public sector institutions are mandated to do,
and how this limits the tools and avenues available to them in carrying out their tasks and
responsibilities (Colebatch et al. 2010a; Colebatch & Radin 2006). While also a pervading
theme in the empirical work of the ‘practice theory’ authors mentioned above, I took on the
concept of ‘policy work’ and ‘policy knowledge’ (Colebatch 2006), as the embodiment of an
alternative understanding of the daily enactment of the policy process and what this involved
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with a focus on the expertise, skills and knowledge dimensions for policy staff. This augmented
my resolve to take on the substantive work of policy makers as guiding conceptual domain. In
this vein, Colebatch asks a partly rhetorical question—whether it is of any consequence that
‘experiential accounts’ of policy makers differ from ‘official ‘accounts’. He defines official
accounts as those “which focus on the putative outcome and emphasise clarity and
instrumentality” as opposed to “accounts which focus on the process and stress its interactive
and interpretive character”. He proposes that that there is no consensual answer to this
question, but that experiential accounts are more likely to closely resemble the latter
(Colebatch 2006, p. 318). While these policy related concepts are not uniquely deployed by
these authors, I found in this writing what I needed to design a study of how policy actors
engage with research and evidence that aligns with their everyday entanglements. My
fundamental difference was my intended usage, and meaning, of the word ‘practice’ would be
coupled to a generic understanding of ‘what people do’; rather than a theoretical concept that
distinguishes actions from behaviour—such as in practice theory (Bueger 2014; Nicolini 2013).
In summary, while a set of concrete research questions did not govern this study, this section
has described the origins of my intended research and fieldwork focus: to observe the
embedded practices of policy actors in their everyday policy work to see what local meanings
can be interpreted through their engagement with research and evidence. I wished to explore
in what ways this contrasts with normative models of research utilisation linked to the
evidence-based policy paradigm, and simplistic expectations for research to be used
instrumentally within policy processes. I was intent to make sense of this through a focus on
shared forms of interaction that occur during daily, routines activities, as opposed to
understanding policies or their impacts. Lastly, I would consider what could be interpreted
about actors’ own expertise in their engagements with external expertise as component to
their policy practice and to building research knowledge and understanding.
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CHAPTER 2

THE SETTING

In anthropology, the ethnographic monograph is oriented to presenting fine-grained and
locally embedded understanding about socio-cultural phenomena. How these relate to the
surrounding literature and contribute to what is already known from previous scholarship
helps to identify unchartered gaps in knowledge.
While my study aimed to generate knowledge and understanding about a local setting, its
learnings may be relevant to other policy contexts. Consequently, it is useful to discuss the
work of scholars who have come been before me in similar contexts and pursuits. My ability to
make claims about the contribution of my study to established scholarship is muddied by the
multi-disciplinary nature of the research topic I pursued; and by my cross-disciplinary usage of
methodological tools, approaches and perspectives. While I have remained loyal to
anthropology’s foundational learnings and committed to employing an anthropological
sensibility, I have immersed myself in the fields of policy studies and public administration to
decipher the scholarly debate that I entered into. The combination of these factors opened a
large body of academic scholarship, and a consequent reality of needing to make choices
about which streams to prioritise or emphasise as relevant. Accordingly, these choices have
led me along particular knowledge pathways, but has left others lightly- or untrodden.
As opposed to the methodological summary of this study (Chapter 3), the positional and
conceptual underpinnings (Chapters 1.2 and 1.3)—I now aim to locate this study within its
substantive topic setting of the debate around evidence-based policy, and the nature of
research utilisation. In Chapter 2.1, my goal is to position this study within its broadest view
before refining this by taking stock of the narrower context of the use of research, and the
even narrower view of Indigenous policy settings (Chapter 2.2). This is according to a rationale
that the policy making setting has generic conditions and features that are not tied to specific
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population groups or government portfolios—and in recognition that these all operate as part
of one overarching system that overlaps across political, policy and administrative domains
(Althaus et al. 2018, p. 37).
Chapter 2.2 also offers further justification of this research study in terms of the focus of my
ethnographic gaze on policy makers and their everyday actions and interactions, and a
questioning of normative debate around the role of academic research in policy. I couch this as
an alternative to a study that follows policies through time or space, or discerns the impacts of
policies on policy subjects. In locating this study as such, I establish how it builds upon previous
ethnographic, interpretive and actor-centred enquiry within Indigenous policy contexts, and
align this to my ‘interpretive framework’ detailed in the upcoming section, Chapter 3.2.
To help develop the reader’s sensitivity to the diversity of ways that policy makers may use or
regard research at the micro level, I chose to concentrate on ethnographic and interpretive
work of the policy setting, and on studies that focus on the policy actors themselves. This is
consistent with my conceptual underpinnings; as had I prioritised my field observations and
interpretations on this macro context, a different branch of relevant literature would have
emerged. Accordingly, this chapter aims to establish how this study extends other known work
within this ethnographic/interpretive field and within Australian Indigenous policy contexts—
particularly against what is already known about the nature of ‘policy work’ as an approach to
understanding research utilisation.
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2.1

Untangling evidence-based policy

As I move out from the micro-level of policy making, away from the keyboards of policy
makers and their meeting rooms, into the macro context in which policy making is nestled—
this view is eclipsed by the ‘evidence-based policy’ (EBP) debate (Banks 2009; Head 2013;
Newman 2016). In this world, policy makers engage systematically to draw insights and
evidence from research to bolster and strengthen policies, and to make them more effective
and efficient.
In this section I address debate around evidence-based policy as mantra that policy
formulation should routinely and instrumentally use academic research and evidence. I begin
with characterising dominant understandings before offering critique and counter-narratives
as an alternative to expectations for research use, or advocacy for it, as described under the
EBP ‘promise’. These counter-narratives are important background to the policy ‘realities’ 4
which are explored within the empirical case studies in Part B, and will provide a foundation
for questioning the assumed role of research and how research is thought to improve policy.
This section begins to problematise the ‘fit’ of research to the demands of the policy setting
through questioning whether the policy process is automatically strengthened by the
systematic use of research and evidence.
Furthermore, I offer explorations of what else needs to be taken into consideration in
formulating explanations of research utilisation other than what is presented under the EBP
paradigm—premised largely on addressing barriers and enablers, and facilitating and
increasing research use. Lastly, this section sheds light on criticism that research and evidence

4

I attribute EBP ‘promises’ and ‘realities’ to Julie Lahn who used this language to frame a seminar for
HDR and Masters students at the Australian National University in 2021 in which I presented a
preliminary version of this chapter.
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are under-utilised in policy formulation through drawing attention to the complexities of policy
making and alternative logics that operate in the policy setting, including that multiple forms
of information are needed to scope policy proposals and provide advice to bureaucratic and
elected decision makers.
The ‘promise’ of EBP
Evidence-based policy is an assertion that research and evidence should underpin policy
development, and advocacy that this occurs systematically. It arises from a belief that policy
makers do not heed learnings generated through research in devising solutions to society’s
dilemmas, or that solutions are generated in opposition to what we know from research.
These normative framing of the EBP debate highlight a perceived failure, of willingness or
capability, for government bureaucracy to translate evidence from research into tangible
policies and programs.
Often, EBP is presented as an unquestionable ideal, as an irrefutable and moral claim that
policy must be based on best practice or what the evidence tells us is the solution. Its virtues
have been heralded by a long line of prominent political and bureaucratic figureheads such as
Tony Blair, Kevin Rudd, and Gary Banks. An expressed mandate for policy and decision making
to be informed by the results of research has been in place for some time in Australia. Banks
(2009), in his former role as Chair of the Productivity Commission, makes claims for evidence
use on rhetorical grounds. He suggests that it avoids “unintended consequences” and “costly
mistakes” and is an essential part of policy experimentation and dealing with policy
uncertainty—or even that “good evidence can ameliorate or ‘neutralise’ political obstacles” (p.
7). Banks further espouses that without evidence the policy process would be unscientific,
prioritising instead subjective and fallible human qualities as “policy makers must fall back on
intuition, ideology, or conventional wisdom — or, at best, theory alone” (p. 4). Incidentally, in
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dispelling theory, Banks overlooks crucial connections between theory and the empirical world
that research evidence proports to represent in generalised terms.
The evidence-based policy debate is noticeably polarised. Proponents argue that evidence use
will help to negate irrational and politically motivated decision making and instil solutions
based on ‘what works’ into policy making; providing technical precision to unwieldy policy
processes (Banks 2009). Countering this are a growing quorum of voices that contend EBP is
little more than unproven dogma that research is beneficial to policy making (French 2019).
Some highlight that New Public Management, as an operating model across the public service
(MacDermott 2008), facilitates or promotes EBP due to its emphasis on public accountability,
transparency and contestability (Humpage 2008). Emergence of EBP has furthermore been
linked to “the instrumentalist mood of managerial reforms that have infiltrated public
administration practices” (Marston & Watts 2003, p. 147). Other commentators to this debate
contend that the push for evidence use is less concerned with enhancing public efficiency and
effectiveness, but is instead a mechanism to legitimate government decision making whereby
evidence is sought and utilised only when it supports decisions already taken (Botfield et al.
2015; Guenther et al. 2010); or that EBP is used to shield policy processes from the pressure of
interest group politics (French 2018, p. 429). This highlights that EBP is heavily intertwined
with multiple dominant mantras and criticisms of the public sector, and that its underlying
motivations may not be purely concerned with improving public services or policies or
achieving positive outcomes.
Yet with the learnings on the broader context to evidence use well documented; discrepancies
still exist between the ‘promise’ of evidence-based policy and the ‘realities’ which need to be
accounted for and solved. These are less to do with the underlying motivation or rationale for
using research, than with the mechanics of how this occurs, or should occur. A parallel branch
of EBP scholarship explores the nexus between research and policy making from a problem-
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solving premise. Instead of lamenting the lack of action to integrate research into policy,
decades of this academic scholarship have examined the conditions that facilitate or constrain
the harmonisation of research with policy making. The next section takes this idea further.
Academic solutions
Despite this, also, intensive effort—scholars are not united on the causes of this unrealised
EBP dream or on its solutions (Oliver et al. 2014b). This chapter has provided a broad brush of
EBP in terms of ‘what it is’ and ‘why we would want to achieve it’. I now continue this storyline
to examine what is known about ‘how do we achieve it’. Here is where more contention in the
debate is revealed. To understand what as a normative statement that ‘research should inform
policy’, and why as ‘because it is beneficial’—then how refers to fields of scholarly enquiry
referred to as ‘research utilisation’ and the flip side of ‘research translation’. These are the
articulated processes, mechanisms or activities needed to achieve evidence use in policy, and
the means or methods to satisfy the central tenants of the EBP debate (Cherney 2009).
By drilling into the semantics of how the EBP debate is framed, we can see that how relates to
‘what are we to do about it’—but that this also stems from ‘what it is’ and ‘why we would
want to achieve it’. Here begins a polarisation between advocates of EBP, and those who are
more cautious or unsure of the benefits. This “movement” is characterised aptly by French as:
a combination of a large number of supporters who make intuitive but superficial assumptions
about both the making of policy in the real world and the applicability of scientific and social
scientific research to that policy-making, and a much smaller number of scholars whose grasp
of the policy-making process is deeper because their views are based on research of the subject
itself. (2018, p. 428).

The first category French describes as “casual enthusiasts” with “little interest in the process of
public policy-making nor in the research which has been carried out upon the use of
knowledge in policy-making” (2018, p. 428). Yet, even this distinction has been subject to
debate, with claims of similarities between EBP proponents or “rationalists” and opponents or
“constructivists”—on the basis of shared, but latent, normative argumentation (Newman
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2016). The basis for this distinction has been challenged with the argument that the latter
group aims to show the “impossibility of this endeavour” rather than a rejection of it
(Standring 2017, p. 232). I argue that these groupings benefit in being considered through a
similar dialectic to French in focusing on the ‘solutions’, and in relation to an alternative
position that I will return to—the ‘realities’. Through examining facets of this scholarship,
underlying assumptions about research and evidence use can be teased out that help to
untangle the EBP debate.
Current debate continues to be framed by ideas originating with the ‘two communities theory’
(Wehrens 2014). Coined in a 1979 publication, Caplan synthesises, and comment on, the
evidence utilisation literature to date. He concludes that the most prevalent theories have
been constructed around a belief in fundamental differences between producers, and users of
that knowledge, that constrain and prevent knowledge use. Examples of Caplan’s well cited
words are that researchers and policy-makers live in different worlds, they are shaped by
different values, have different reward systems and essentially speak different languages
(1979). While likely not Caplan’s intention, this has helped generate simplistic perspectives on
research utilisation—such as that policy makers lack skills in understanding or accessing
research, research is not timely enough to be useful, research timeframes are too long,
disseminated findings are written in language that is inaccessible or too lengthy or is
unintelligible to policy makers, that research fails to address policy priorities. While many
scholars today reject the theory as a literal or rigid cause or explanation of failure to utilise
research (Newman et al. 2016; Wehrens 2014), the influence of this on devising solutions to
address the evidence to policy gap has remained.
This residual understanding left by the ‘two communities theory’ (Innvær et al. 2002) offers a
perfect insertion point for scholars interested in identifying, and then devising, ways to
overcome this gap. This has proven to be fertile ground for a proliferation of simplistic
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solutions for research to determine policy. Known collectively as the ‘barriers/enablers’
literature, strategies and advice on how to translate research for policy uptake and how to
achieve research impact abound (Cairney & Oliver 2018). Counter-intuitively, the inference in
Caplan’s theory was that differences between the worlds of researchers and policy makers
were insurmountable—yet the driving force behind literature espousing the barriers or
enablers is to identify where these differences could indeed be bridged. In other words, that
with the right tactics, these can be resolved or overcome.
As intimated already by French, much of this scholarship draws from a belief in policy making
as a rational process of instrumental decision making that takes a normative view of policy
making with cycles of discrete phases of planning, action and review into which research can
be inserted. Advice to alleviate the undesirable situation of poor uptake of research into policy
is tailored to insertion points, rather than devised with knowledge of the messy and
unpredictable nature of policy-making (Oliver et al. 2014b). Examples of the kinds of advice
offered includes making research findings more accessible and relevant and to increase
opportunities for interaction and exchange between research and policy (Campbell et al.
2009), or to improve public service capacity and skills to engage with academic research
(Newman et al. 2017). Such advice appeals to general principles of facilitation, but offers little
to work in with the natural drivers of policy or agenda-setting processes.
In shifting back to the terminology of ‘research utilisation’ and ‘research translation’, a related
point can now be made. Research utilisation is a domain of activity instigated from the policy
side of the research-to-policy divide; and research translation is from the other direction, back
across. Both terms suggest that research must be moved, shifted or transferred in some
manner or form from the academic sphere to the policy making setting. In addition to the
barriers/enablers literature, scholars suggest a plethora of mechanisms, models and theories
to assist this process in one or both directions. In short, this distinction between ‘research
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utilisation’ and ‘research translation’ has implications for who, or which setting, is the focus of
attention and action to bridge the gap; who is the instigator for transfer, or should implement
a mechanism or model. ‘Research utilisation’ places the onus on policy makers and policy
settings to access and make use of research. Whereas ‘research translation’ is instigated by
researchers to enable policy makers access to their expertise and their disseminated products,
signalling that action should emanate from within research spheres. Activity from either side
constitutes the dominant ways evidence is to be made available and digestible for policy
development.
To conceptualise this process further in terms of a continual or perpetuating cycle, ‘research
impact’ and EBP arises when transfer of knowledge or evidence from research to policy is
complete and a discernible influence or change can be demonstrated. Herein lies the power of
the simplistic expectation, and justification of this closed loop—EBP provides the rationale for
evidence use; and it is again the product or result once it has been achieved. Everything in
between is of interest to those who would see an increased uptake of evidence to policy.
This broad sketch helps to seed a next part to the narrative of the poor uptake of research into
the policy sphere along the lines of: An evidence to policy gap exists; we need to find a way to
bridge or overcome this, for research to achieve impact, and for EBP to be realised. Dominant
debate about EBP attempts to fixate an understanding of the what and the why along
normative lines. This leads to a narrowed understanding about ‘what are we to do about it’
with the consequent understanding of the ‘nature of the gap’ squeezed to fit this mould, and
hence producing contention and disagreement in how to solve it (Oliver et al. 2014b).
To illustrate this point, in considering options for considering ‘what is the nature of the gap’—
evaluative questions can be asked such as: Is research underused; is it used in undesired ways;
should it be used more systematically, or in ways that are more direct/instrumental. In
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considering ‘why there is a gap’—similarly: Is it because researchers and policy makers have
different priorities and motivations; are researchers ineffective in their efforts to produce
research that has practical application; are research translation efforts untargeted; is policy
making simply unreceptive to academic speak; or are policy makers unable to recognise the
value of this? When attending to ‘what are we to do about it’, this traverses the same logic for
‘why there is a gap’ to generate particular streams of solutions—notably towards solutions
that align with dominant understandings of EBP and the need to overcome barriers to research
use.
Meanwhile, elsewhere acceptance has grown that since policy making is an unpredictable,
non-linear process; there is no obvious point of insertion for research-informed understanding
from which to launch solutions or bridge operational gaps in uptake.
Pragmatic solutions
From an romanticised view of the policy process and the advocacy goal of EBP; to accepting
that evidence use is problematic, and that the utilisation process will never be perfect or the
dream even attainable—comes a more realistic stream of scholarship intent on articulating
feasible action. This can be described as a nuanced and pragmatic stance, rather than an
idealised position; with solid potential to align also with the goals of the research impact
agenda, that research must have an impact beyond academia, including on society (BandolaGill 2019). Its impetus is to find solutions that work in tandem with the policy process, and it
offers a middle ground between EBP proponents and those that lament inadequacies of policy
making and politics to take note of research evidence (Head 2010), still to be explored in this
chapter.
This literature contends that despite the challenges, a tempered reality could, and should, be
achieved. While in no way ignorant of the realities of the policy process, it suggests ways to
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bridge the gap in line with these more practical understandings. As example, Head suggests
that we turn attention to the interactions between public administration and academia as a
fruitful way forward, asserting that the relationships between public servants and academics
are an avenue to build mutual influence and a way to ‘bridge the gap’ (Head 2015a). This is
reminiscent of Carol Weiss’s ‘interactive model’ (1979) that I explore in the next section, as
means to overcome misalignment of research interests and ‘translate’ research knowledge in
ways that make it amenable to policy priorities. The gold standard of interactional models is
currently co-production which compared to a pipeline model of research production to
implementation “posits a much more complex inter-relationship between knowledge
production and governance” (Boswell & Smith 2017, p. 5). While this is a promising branch of
scholarship, many have argued that it is too early to have a clear idea of the risks, or the
benefits, involved (Oliver et al. 2019; van der Arend 2014; Williamson et al. 2019). I contend
that many models of collaboration remain user-centric, and continue to be concerned with a
transfer of research evidence or research knowledge into the policy space from outside—on
the basis that it is not yet clear whether shared construction of research priorities and
implementation truly shifts the power balance away from policy actors who are endemic to
the policy process, to those located on the exterior (Dillon 2021; Loblay et al. 2020; Quayle &
Kelly 2019).
An EBP ‘reality’
The final theme introduced here on EBP realities does not strictly belong with the EBP policy
debate. Taking a position of being neither proponent for research use, nor opponent of it—it
seeks no solutions and suggests no barries to overcome. While overlapping with pragmatists
on many fronts, scholarship on EBP realities goes one step further to examine the use of
research and evidence from within the confines of the policy process—rather than take
account of them in devising solutions. This has been motivated and spurred on by realisations
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that a vast volume of information that has been collected about the conditions needed for
evidence use presents a lopsided picture. For instance, from systematic reviews conducted
across the large volume of research utilisation literature (Innvær et al. 2002; Oliver et al.
2014a), reveal a glaring consistency of suggested barriers and enablers to research
translations, despite a wide diversity in policy contexts and settings. The authors of these
reviews note that most studies principally involved researchers, with policy makers less
frequently the participant to research; and that studies elicited information on the perceptions
of research use, rather than explored active or ongoing engagements with research through in
vivo empirical techniques (Oliver et al. 2014a). This suggests that much of the research to date
has both negated knowledge about the policy process—such as the multiplicity of information
needs to formulate policy advice, and its non-linear progression—and has not employed
techniques capable of observing this interface up close and in context. Added to this, comes
the observation that research utilisation understandings often fail to take account of the policy
setting in ways that are meaningful or recognisable to policy actors and their institutions, and
may fail to consider hidden or unarticulated rationales for evidence use that could possibly be
discerned using alternative research approaches.
One such branch of the study of the policy setting uses interpretive approaches. This branch
has shown policy making to be multi-faceted, mediated more by human interaction and
organisational and political interests (Yanow 2000; Yanow 1996) than research evidence.
When policy making is understood as a collective process of coalescing underlying beliefs
about a policy’s purpose and the means to achieve it (Sabatier 1988), the task becomes one of
balancing diverse and conflicting information and perspectives to craft convincing and
acceptable advice to decision makers. Consequently, what works in policy formulation may not
be synonymous with technical feasibility, or be consistent with the strongest evidence for
efficacy (Russell et al. 2008).
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Another lens is gained through looking to the institutional priorities in which the public sector
operates for clues about alternative motivations of EBP. For example, when research use is
viewed against the context of successive reform processes of government administration since
the Coombs Royal Commission in the 1970s (Coombs 1977; Graves 2020b)—to suggest that
reform is only concerned with efficiency negates that this is intermixed with efforts to
strengthen the quality of policy advice and the introduce possibilities for using innovation to
tackle complex policy problems into the future. A report initiated by the then Prime Minister,
Kevin Rudd, suggested that EBP is not primarily about advocacy for research, or a belief in how
research and evidence strengthens policy—but how it articulates with the ‘roles and values’ of
the APS and the nature of the relationships that public servants have to their ministers, the
parliament and constituents (Commonwealth of Australia 2010). Although a mere illustration
of embedded or situated logics that may influence the nature or goals of research utilisation—
this points to a need to look at the public sector setting, its ‘culture’ and its staff in unison and
as components within an entire system. This requires a research methodology sensitive
enough to make sense of the actions that are executed by policy makers, and position this
within the direct policy and political context in which government operates.
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2.2

Contextualising research use

A very early conversation within the department during fieldwork alerted me to the
possibility that when policy staff refer to research, this understanding may differ from
academic researchers. This idea sat with me throughout my field engagement, and
consequently I was attuned very early to the notion that I may not know, or would not
easily recognise, what I had come to observe. Over the course of conducting this study I
spoke to friends and family who work in the APS, many for the duration of their career. The
majority were highly sceptical of the notion that research is ‘used’ in policy work, and upon
hearing about my study topic I received cynical laughter; indicating this presumption was
preposterous, with my study being at best naïve, or at worst, untenable. Many people
thought that I would only find what everyone who worked as public servant already knew
to be true.
This anecdote emphasises that different understandings of the idea that research is ‘used’
exists. Consequently, recognising research use became an orienting concept to my field
observations, and in wielding this I knew I needed to be aware of my own predispositions
towards research, both as an activity of collecting and synthesising information, and as the
resulting product of systematic exploration.
In this section, I move the focus to the mezzo context of this study, down from the helicopter
view of EBP, to the field of research utilisation. This is one step closer to the empirical heart of
this study, with the micro-actions of policy makers in their engagements with research and
evidence. Having already introduced Caplan’s concept of ‘two communities’, I proceed further
to draw on the scholarship of a contemporary of his, Carol Weiss. Through exploring key
tenants from her work, my contention is that the learnings from these early scholars of
research utilisation have been lost within the bulk of the contemporary literature, but are
valuable to preserve to aid an ability to recognise research use it all its manifestations.
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Recognising research use
As I just emphasised, of central importance to this study was the ability to recognise research
use. It is tempting to look to academia as a point of reference and locate familiar ways that are
already codified. For instance, to take the citation as the hallmark of research use and transfer,
and primary way to signify a direct link to where an idea or concept has been drawn. This
practice identifies the knowledge holder and is a temporal and spatial placeholder of a
research transfer event, allowing a tracing of knowledge as it mutates. Skimming through
government reports and documents soon reveals that this convention is not systematically
observed in policy settings, and the expectation to attribute the origin of an idea and
acknowledge authorship is not of critical importance. This observation suggests that those
looking to find unequivocal evidence for the impact of research on policy making through this
metric will be left unsatisfied. Consequently, in asserting the impact of research on policy
formulation a different yardstick is needed, and different conceptual tools to give it substance
and meaning.
Mid-morning, and in-between scooting downstairs, the Executive Assistant informs me
that the Branch Manager will now be able to receive me. Having just arrived for the day
after external engagements, he places his belongings on a desk and we set off to find a
place to talk. We walk through the office, skirting by the larger meeting rooms in search
of somewhere more appropriate to duck into. He tuts quietly as we walk, more to
himself than to me, about a room he likes but is already occupied. In vain we choose a
narrow elongated, curtained room with a long, upholstered bench and small bistro table
and chair with barely enough surface area to place a notebook upon. As I balance my
notebook on my lap, a feeling encroaches that this space is a little too intimate with its
domestic-inspired furnishings and cloistered atmosphere. I push this thought away,
instead concentrating on my relief to finally be sitting face-to-face with the person
whom I expect will be my supervisor and key informant in the fieldwork journey.
The Branch Manager has a friendly manner and talk seems to come easily to him. From
passing conversations with staff that the Executive Assistant has introduced me to, I
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have a growing sense that he is well regarded. Our discussion begins, and we quickly
cover much ground as he has other appointments on the agenda today. Taking the lead,
he directs conversation towards describing the organisational structure, beginning at
branch level before moving upwards through the department, dissecting the relative
components and personnel. He mentions key staff and their function, briefly
entertaining an urge to sketch this out on the whiteboard, before realising the markers
lying ready are dry and useless.
We move to more informal chat about research use and its place. He poses a question
that I surmise he is grappling with himself: “how do we make data relevant to everyday
work?” Over the course of my fieldwork, I come back to that idea and its importance
since it came from a person who is privy to discussions at senior executive level. The
Branch Manager poses further rhetorical questions about “how do you present issues
and information to the minister”, and do this ultimately “to influence him”. It seems that
research and evidence fit somewhere into the role and function of the public service,
and its position within government and the Westminster System, in which elected
politicians, cabinet and portfolio ministers have decision making authority over policy
agenda, and the public service have a mandate to advise and inform—and with a lesser
role in determining and cementing policy decisions.
To end the discussion, we move through some of the practical matters relating to my
research secondment, such as what I would be able to leave behind as contribution to
the branch when I finish. He reiterates that he is happy to meet with me individually at
the same frequency as his directors or section managers, once every fortnight, and
suggests I ask his Executive Assistant to put this in his diary. I take this as an encouraging
sign that he accords my stay here as important and therefore worthy of his time.
Without reading too much into this short vignette from my first day in the field, this speaks of
a tension between satisfying the role and function of the public service to be impartial and to
provide advice to the government that is “frank, honest, timely and based on best available
evidence” (Australian Government 1999, p. 8)—and to do this in persuasive ways. While this
confirms that political determinism has an impact or effect on the use of research and
evidence in policy making, a finer point is also being made about a fundamental concern for
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how to do this as a routine and practical exercise. This speaks to one of Weiss’s most
recognised contributions to the field of research utilisation, that a direct or ‘instrumental’ use
of evidence is rare—with a symbolic or conceptual usage more likely to occur (1979). This
signals that expectations must be tempered for how research is to occur, what form it takes,
and how one might recognise when this has been achieved. Another of her central tenants is
simultaneously evoked; that it is essential to understand what ‘using evidence’ means, and
that one must recognise a diversity in this activity. Weiss asserts that ambiguity in the research
utilisation literature actually stems from “conceptual confusion” (1979, p. 427), rather than a
lack of using research in any way; and therefore any misunderstanding may originate with the
beholder of research utilisation, rather than the policy actor. Already, a contrast is emerging
from these simple but powerful realisations, with dominant understandings of what evidence
use should entail and produce presented in the previous section.
In exploring the different ‘meanings’, Weiss (1979) explores this through seven different
models. Below I take a rapid tour through each model to contextualise the expected
appearance, or nature, of research ‘use’:
First is the Knowledge-Driven Model. Having originated from the nature sciences, this is most
recognisable as conforming to a direct or instrumental usage and rests on the idea of a natural
progression from research to its implementation, and on the assumption that research
knowledge will prevail. Weiss contends that this model has a poor fit with social sciences
research which is rarely “compelling or authoritative”, and usually has no consensual definition
of the problem or potential actions (p. 426).
Second is the Problem-Solving Model. This is similar to the first model, except that evidence is
applied to a pending decision to solve a policy problem as the problem has already been
defined. Instead of knowledge as the driver, the policy problem fulfils this role, and research
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and evidence are used to resolve this. Social sciences research can be used to identify and
select appropriate means to reach a defined goal, and evidence clarifies and reduces
uncertainty. Weiss points out that commissioning social sciences research is an activity
consistent with this model.
Third is the Interactive Model. This is less about how research is used than a comment on
engagements between researchers and policy makers. It tells us about the mechanism of
research utilisation, suggesting that instead of a linear progression, this relationship is a
“disorderly set of interconnections” (p. 428) involving multiple stakeholders and divergent
views inherent in policy problems and their solution and a recognition of the need for multiple
information sources beyond research or evidence.
Fourth is the Political Model which posits that there are a predetermined “constellation of
interests”, in the policy setting, particularly politics (p. 429). Research is used as ammunition in
persuasive and rhetorical ways.
Fifth is the Tactical Model. This suggests that usage is not about the evidence itself, instead
using research is a means to an end. This provides a ‘why’ for research utilisation, such as to
deflect criticism, to show something is being done, or to delay action (p. 429).
Sixth is the Enlightenment Model. This is consistent with research as general understanding.
Weiss notes that “it is the concepts and theoretical perspectives that social science research
has engendered that permeate the policy-making process” (p. 429). This evokes images of
‘percolation’ whereby research contributes ideas, orientations and sensitization to issues, but
does not attribute use to specific findings, or to specific decisions such as in problem solving or
knowledge driven models. Although this helps to define policy problems, Weiss cautions that
this can also cause “endarkenment” in which research can be oversimplified or distorted as the
idea that “truth will triumph” does not hold true as suggested in the first model (p. 430).
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Seventh and last is the Intellectual Enterprise Model. This is also less a mechanism of transfer
than an epistemological position on knowledge generation. In recognising that research is not
an independent variable or inseparable from society, it suggests that the two spheres have a
two-way mutual interaction and influence (p. 430).
This brief summary intends to instil an appreciation that research ‘use’ may easily be
overlooked or misinterpreted. When positioned against the contours of the EBP debate and
simplistic or normative expectations, only the first model conforms to this general
expectation—with the six other uses or ‘meanings’ often associated with non-use or nonlegitimate use. As segue to the next section on evidence use in Indigenous policy spaces, I
highlight anew two contentions that link back to the conceptual underpinnings of this study:
First, that a failure to find observable traces of research usage within policy
documentation or communication does not signify a lack of consultation with the
evidence base or engagement with research results.
Second, that negative impacts and poor outcomes resulting from government-initiated
action is not the result of ignorance or neglect for what has been shown to be effective
through research.
Indigenous policy and evidence
This chapter so far has discussed research utilisation, emphasising how it aims to facilitate
research use through addressing barriers and enablers. It highlighted recent trends to
elucidate collaborative models for knowledge transfer between policy makers and researchers,
but suggested it may be premature to decree this as the silver bullet. The aim of the current
section is to delve further into what is known about the use of research and evidence in
Indigenous policy contexts to identify major themes and unique characteristics within this
debate. As the specific policy sector in which the empirical fieldwork was carried out is not
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able to be identified, this overview is indicative only and does not suggest a relationship or
relevance to the host department or its portfolio responsibility.
Within literature on evidence use in Indigenous contexts, a dominant theme aligns with claims
for the misuse, underuse and neglect of research and evidence. While this broadly conforms
with EBP debate and the ‘proponents’ for research use—it references predominantly political
and ideological determinism of policy priorities, and focuses on the exclusion of forms of
evidence from the policy process.
Before proceeding further, it is useful to mention Wildavsky’s claim that policy is both a
process and a product (1979). Analytically, this provides a useful lens to distinguish literature
that focuses on downstream impacts that result from policy decisions and their
implementation, from analysis of the process of policy formulation. This second type is not
primarily focused on policy decision and its implications. In practice, most literature contends
with both aspects.
The strong evidence that socioeconomic outcomes for Australia’s Indigenous population have
not improved over a long time period (Australian Government 2020), underscores the
profound challenges that all governments face in addressing inequities through policy
development and implementation. The policy stakes are high and public professionals are
charged with strategic and enlightened action to make a discernible difference, and to effect
tangible improvements in outcomes and to gain a better understanding of the diversity of
needs and circumstances of Indigenous communities and alternative or contrasting aspirations
(Altman 2009). Among a range of possible solutions, this points partially towards those that
hinge on the application of knowledge and understanding to the work of policy making.
As alluded to already, academic scholarship has documented where policy has been made with
little, or no, regard to the available evidence; and where processes have not been enacted
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with due diligence or competence. Within broader scholarship on Indigenous affairs policy, the
role, position or contribution of evidence is a frequently appearing theme. Sanders (2009)
explores the concept of evidence in balancing competing principles in Indigenous policy,
concluding that evidence and ideology are not necessarily opposed, suggesting that a
dichotomised version of evidence as good, and ideology as bad, is inadequate (p. 6). Altman
and Hinkson’s (2007) volume on the Northern Territory Emergency Intervention (NTER) is a
substantial and detailed volume on the disregard of evidence in enacting this major policy
agenda. Cox (2011) makes an equally compelling argument for the neglect of evidence through
examining documentation that reports on consultations with Indigenous peoples and
organisations surrounding this same policy intervention. She situates evidence use within
rhetoric of policy and program failure, questioning what is considered evidence and whether
this excludes research led by Indigenous people and organisations. In a similar vein, Larkin
(2006) questions the relevance of evidence to the life aspirations of Indigenous people through
a prism of competing rationalities—political, social and technical—drawing attention to social
and cultural biases in policy making processes, and in the research that informs this. Maddison
(2012) situates evidence use within an historical context, noting linkages between the moral
and ideological elements of policy making decisions with Australia’s colonial past, as well as
current power imbalances—and acknowledges the exclusion of certain forms of evidence
along with the inability of EBP to transcend the impact of ideology on both selection and
interpretation of evidence (p. 271).
What is known more specifically about the use of evidence, rather than the substantive issues
surrounding evidence use, is limited to a handful of individual case studies examining the
impact of a discrete policy or research study. One example is whether specific research
evidence from the Indigenous Burden of Disease study could be discerned within policy
decision making, or has had a substantive influence on government administration (Botfield et
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al. 2015; Doran et al. 2016; Katz et al. 2017). In another study, Indigenous tobacco control and
smoking policy measures were examined for their inclusion of evidence, concluding that many
policies proceeded without having an adequate grounding in evidence of effectiveness (Vujcich
et al. 2016). Other features of the influence of research and evidence have been discerned
through examining the policy context surrounding core health issues, such as the social
determinants of health and health equity (Baker et al. 2018; Baum et al. 2013; Fisher et al.
2018). In all studies, findings were generated through eliciting expectations from policy and
government actors, and through analysis of policy and other documents as proxy for policy
implementation or impacts.
More broadly, the extent to which policy processes do, or should, take up research knowledge
incorporating multivocal worldviews or understandings of reality highlights a salience of the
epistemological and ontological aspects to debate. Both Althaus (2020) and Anderson (2003)
assert that Indigenous knowledges, approaches and methodologies should be foregrounded,
both in research used to inform policy, and within the policy process itself. Partridge (2013)
also examines NTER policy documents for signs of political influence over evidence, but takes a
different position to suggest that critics of the underuse of research and evidence risk further
entrenching simplified notions of EBP upon which these arguments rest. Instead, she suggests
that accepting the policy process as a contested process requiring multiple forms of evidence
would be a more effective strategy, and an alternative to positing evidence as the determinant
and value upon which policy is based (p. 409).
Concerns with the predominance of Western approaches to the bureaucratic sphere (Ritchie
2021) underscore the limits of research alone as a vehicle to ensure alignment of policy and
programs to the needs and priorities of Indigenous people and communities. This
problematises parallel notions that the Indigenous persons’ lived reality may only become
available to the policy process through participatory governance models and administrative
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forms in which Indigenous people can be decision makers over policies that affect their own
lives and communities. Enquiry is emerging about the relationship of research use and EBP
making to collaborative and devolved models for bureaucratic decision making, including
whether this could, or should, supplant efforts to consult the broader evidence base 5. While
utilising research that presents subjective perspectives of Indigenous people should be a
fundamental objective of using research, clarity is needed about whether it is possible to
reconcile these paradigms as a basis for policy making, and how to practically do this 6.
Assertions for diverse forms of evidence, knowledge and information to be utilised within
policy making domains foreshadows questions about how these should be operationalised. A
more systematic use of scientific knowledge is being pursued within Indigenous contexts. Most
visibly this has focused on increasing the capacity of the policy system to utilise research and
evidence through increased funding and organisational frameworks to support evaluation of
government programs and initiatives 7. Evaluations purport to be an important source of EBP
learning which can precipitate change or reform to existing activities, and provide
accountability to utilise such knowledge through formal feed-back loops into policy and
program activities (Stewart & Jarvie 2015). Marston & Watts emphasise the contentious
nature of what counts as policy relevant information, concluding that research evidence has no
absolute, but rather a relative value (2003, p. 145). Luke et al. point out that despite a
commitment to being ‘evidence-based’, a review of health policy documents demonstrates
that this principle is not necessarily reflected in practice (2020). Few would argue that
government programs should not be evaluated, or that evidence generated should not be

5

For instance Brown and Head (2019).
Tenbensel (2008) outlines the dangers of relying only on one type of evidence, suggesting instead a
mixed mode of governance is possible.
7
For instance, the Productivity Commission’s Indigenous Evaluation Strategy (2020).
6
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used as policy learning—however, the limited scope and intent of evaluations 8 raises
important questions such as whether this should constitute a dominant form of evidence for
policy, and to the exclusion of research conducted outside the administrative constraints of
the public service. A reliance on commissioned and contracted research may be problematic
due to a moulding of the production of knowledge to the specific requirements and priorities
of government. While this helps to maximise the relevance of information generated, whether
it constitutes an independent source of information is questioned (Westbury & Dillon 2019, p.
40), or whether findings are only delivered that are acceptable to commissioners.
A concern with the predominance of quantitative and other forms of numerical knowledge as
a source of policy input is echoed in Indigenous policy contexts. As EBP arose within positivist
paradigms, clinical evidence and results from random controlled trials (RCTs) became
dominant forms of evidence to address the design and implementation of government action
(Hammersley 2013)—but this has traditionally been to the exclusion of qualitative forms. Little
is known about qualitative forms of evidence in Indigenous policy, with available research
indicating that these forms of evidence are gaining value as policy input, particularly to support
and contextualise quantitative information and capture the ‘lived experience’ within program
evaluations (Mason et al. 2019), and within evaluation research this offers a window into
Indigenous perspectives and a privileging of voices (McCausland 2019). While Indigenous
people have long sought an expanded role for qualitative evidence as legitimate policy input,
this has been partly in response to how quantitative information has represented the
population in undesired ways. Yet, quantitative information can also be harnessed in ways that
are both acceptable to, and represent the needs and priorities of, communities (Kukutai &

8

Namely to ascertain whether a program has produced desired outcomes with respect to the review’s
terms of reference.
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Walter 2015). This suggests that operationalising an evidence hierarchy does not serve
Indigenous policy well, but that evidence types need to be appropriate to the policy question
at hand.
This brief survey of scholarship on evidence use in Indigenous contexts draws attention to the
lack of empirical work that examines the conditions of evidence use from within policy
settings—and while not explored here, this applies also outside of the Indigenous policy space.
It highlights that much enquiry on research use has been conducted using retrospective
methodological approaches such as surveys, interviews and document analysis; and has
gathered policy actors’ perspectives rather than captured concrete detail on occurrence or
behaviour. While many studies are empirical, a majority aim to document observed impacts
resulting from the non-use, selective use or misuse of evidence—rather than focus on what
happens in practice and draw conclusions from that.
Ethnographic work in Indigenous policy contexts
There is a growing corpus of scholarship about those who implement policy, and their
interactions with the public. Inspired by Lipsky’s influential study on ‘street-level bureaucrats’
(1980), this interest has extended only in limited ways to encompass policy workers whose
activities revolve around office environments and centralised policy processes (exceptions
include Maybin 2013; Qureshi 2013). This imbalance of knowledge about these unique policy
settings means that relatively little is known about the mundane backstage activities that
occur within these places, such as within policy meetings or through how policy documents
come into existence. In this section I offer a brief sojourn through ethnographic or
anthropological studies within diverse Indigenous policy settings to consolidate what has been
explored using such approaches, drawing conclusions that no other study has been conducted
to date with this explicit ethos, and this cohort of central policy workers in Indigenous policy
contexts is underrepresented.
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Tess Lea’s well-known study of health bureaucrats in the Northern Territory (2002; 2008)
offers a solid ethnographic account of two kinds of policy actors—both central policy
bureaucrats and public health practitioners. This work does not focus directly on research and
evidence entanglements, rather it is a:
study of how bureau-professionals conceive their own practices, how institutional routines are
enacted and reproduced, and the socio-cultural contexts within which all this played out (2008, p.
10)

and it is enacted with the aim to:
breathe life back into the invisible ranks of mid-level and senior bureaucrats who otherwise operate
anonymously in the backstage of government activity…[and] honour the sincere commitment that
bureau-professionals in northern Australia bring to their work (2008, p. 9).

Lea’s (2008) thick description of everyday life for these actors focuses proportionally more on
the street-level officials, rather than those in central offices. Her underpinning research
questions align with an anthropology of “bureaucratised race relations” to elucidate how “they
become both agent of government and community advocate” within this intercultural setting
(p. 7-10). The routine engagements of central officials appear at times, and Lea alludes to how
they work around the clock to fulfill information needs, seek program funding opportunities
and hover in offices and corridors and field phone calls. Some meanings behind their activities
are offered such as minutes are “collectively agreed scripts” in agreement- and alliance-making
(p. 74); policy documents are described as “interactive work” in which actors are “sensate
beings who are living the moment” (p. 43), with a “compulsion to do something” to fix the
problem (p. 16) and to be “in the know” (p. 32). Lea views these acts against the guiding
parameters of her intercultural study to elucidate the “magic of intervention”, and as
embodied experience of the “aesthetic and the spiritual, the somatic and the sensory” (p.
224). While the information needs of policy actors and activities of coordination infuse
throughout this study, Lea’s analysis is centred on how policy workers see their task and
responsibilities as moral imperative to solve problems and to help, drawing on notions of
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authority and power, and points to the contradictions of doing government work while
knowing that this is a form of statecraft with specific effects on the world. This ethnography is
governed by critical orientations, and while it includes interpreted meanings of the actions of
central policy actors, and detailed descriptions of their activities, these people are not the
central characters of her narrative, and an extensive micro-view on research and evidence
cannot be garnered.
Sullivan, too, focuses on the Indigenous policy setting as intercultural field in his ethnographic
study (2011; 2008). His aim was to elucidate a “culture of bureaucracy” through three sets of
practices that were “established and maintained by the operation of hierarchy and the
manipulation of the flow of information through the system, mediated by ideologies of
accountability” (2011, p. 86). The analytical spotlight is set firmly on the public institution, and
policy actors are depicted as complicit components within these webs, in that “public sector
administrators are trapped in their culture, and some aspects of this are maladaptive and
dysfunctional” (2011, p. 85). No fine-grained descriptions of actors are offered, instead
analytical deductions feature that reference back to Lea’s work (such as below), and these are
explained as producing, and re-producing the institution’s “culture” through enculturation
processes like staff induction, career advancement and patterns of staff mobility and
restructuring:
The officials charged with Aboriginal development spend their days interacting with each other,
producing material for each other, discussing this material with each other. Indeed, they see
this as acting upon the subject (p, 89).

This work misses a description and interpretation of how the practices Sullivan sees as “acting
upon the subject” and how the materials needed to do this shape policy action. Overall, this
study is limited in its ability to elucidate the everyday behaviour of policy actors or their
intricate engagements with diverse forms of information, including research and evidence.
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Kowal (2006) is often cited as an example of ethnographic work with policy actors within
Indigenous health contexts, yet her study involves health researchers and public health
professionals rather than office-based policy actors. It is an “anthropology of postcolonial
forms and specifically benevolent forms” of encounter between ‘white antiracists’ or
‘postcoloniser’ and Indigenous people in the Northern Territory (2006, p. iii). Similarly, KaplanMyrth (2003; 2007; 2005) utilised an ethnographic approach to reflect on the “processes and
institutional structures that shape relations between the Aboriginal community-controlled
health sector and government” (2003, p. 19). While this included a focus on the development,
implementation and evaluation of health policy, this component to her study was conducted
through interviews which offered no glimpse into internal government processes as they
unfolded or developed. Instead, her focus of the analysis was to explore “to what extent do
models of reconciliation and Aboriginal self-determination influence the formulation of
Aboriginal health policy?” (2005, p. 70). This study is about how Aboriginal health policy has
been shaped, not the role of bureaucrats or their actions.
Despite being unsuccessful in negotiating a direct role as policy observer in her ethnographic
study, Checketts (2016) uses the concept of a “policy pulse” to blend narrative analysis of
documents and discourses with interviews in a multi-sited ethnography of the “intercultural
world of Indigenous policy”. She was able to successfully “investigate the routine, ordinary and
everyday activities of three groups of bureaucrats” (p. 5). As one component to her study,
Checketts asks what “governs the behaviour and actions of bureaucrats in the course of their
work?” and undertakes an “investigation into the relationship between bureaucrats,
bureaucratic processes and documents”. Her orientation is decidedly critical in exploring and
tracing “discourses of knowledge and truth” to gain a view of the “governing power of
bureaucratic processes and products at work in policy contexts” (p. 14). Checketts employs
Goffman’s dramaturgical metaphor of frontstage/backstage to understand how “the various
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techniques of governmentality are willingly adopted and enacted by bureaucrats” (p. 48) and
“exploration of the techniques and technologies that bureaucrats allow to govern themselves
and the ways these bureaucrats manage and perform these governed behaviours and
activities” (p. 52). While her goal is to “analyse the everyday activities and behaviours of
bureaucrats” (p. 90), ostensibly this is to “provide a perspective on how policy operates and
journeys from Canberra through to communities”. Hence, this engages her study-up and
study-through lens consistent with her anthropology of policy orientation. While the activities
she describes surrounding the political games that are played during Senate Estimates
resonate with a fine-grained ethnographic gaze and an anthropological sensibility, these
activities occur at arm’s length from the bureaucratic office, and include only senior
appointees in a public-facing capacity.
Michel (2019) conducted an ethnographic study of bureaucrats at local government level
through a lens of administrative reform and amalgamation of shires in the Northern Territory.
His study is shaped by key concepts of power, and he incorporate ideas such as “bureaucratic
violence” and “administrative violence” in the ‘doing’ of government policy. Again, this study is
consistent with analysis of the Indigenous policy setting as intercultural space through a lens of
hegemony and dysfunction—for instance "policymakers" and "decisionmakers" are identified
as constructing "crisis" and instigating action to remedy "administrative dysfunction" (p. 11).
This critical approach to analysing bureaucratic action offers limited understanding of day-today practices of policy actors or their engagements with research.
Ganter’s (2010) ethnographic study examines the “extent to which senior Aboriginal officials
see themselves as representing other Aborigines in the Northern Territory” (p. 2). While it
includes valuable analysis into the roles and functions of bureaucrats within the context of
representative governance, and illuminates key concepts of the professional realm of policymaking, such as the exercise of discretion, being impartial and apolitical—it focuses on a

Page 51

purposive selection of public servants who identify as Aboriginal and are appointed at senior
level. To explicate the general practices of policy actors was not the aim of the study.
Gaps in our understanding
This chapter has presented a case for an approach to understanding the role of research and
evidence in policy making as better studied through localised, situated and actor-oriented
accounts of everyday policy occurrences, interactions and activities. Much of the scholarly
understanding of this field—and origins of claims for non-use, misuse and under-use of
research—has derived from research conducted external to the policy setting. It is frequently
retrospective to events that have occurred, relies on self-reflective research techniques, and is
otherwise not focused on detailed actions and activities as they occur. As noted by Head and
colleagues, studying the use of research within policy making through a focus on what occurs
inside the policy making setting, rather than from outside, is an identified gap in the evidence
base:
the nature and patterns of knowledge-use and policy skills inside government agencies have
been largely hidden from view, because the inner workings of the policy ‘black box’, and
changes over time, have seldom been topics of major research studies or of extensive
practitioner reﬂections (2017, p. 90).

While information about public service processes and objectives, as an institution, is accessible
through government websites—by comparison, little is known about the people who comprise
the public service. Details about the majority of staff who undertake the routine, yet crucial,
work of the public service is not disclosed in public accounts. This indicates something of a
human side to bureaucracy that has been excluded from public and normative visions, and
how staff execute their work is under-described. This absence includes the professional or
personal norms and values that guide their actions.
Ethnographic study is an appropriate way to investigate what is known by policy actors and
directly situate this within their direct, and indirect, events and situations. As longstanding
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advocate for observational methods in public administration research (Wanna & Weller 2011),
Rhodes notes that observational fieldwork “gets below and behind the surface of official
accounts by providing texture, depth and nuance, so that our stories have richness as well as
context” (2014, p. 326). Ethnography can help to redress common negative misconceptions
that may be proliferated through superficial account of public service staff who have few
avenues to rebuff these judgements. There is, furthermore, an analytical tendency to conflate
categories of decisionmakers, namely elected officials, with policy makers and their activities
(Newman et al. 2016, p. 26). Detailed research is needed to show how these groups occupy
distinct roles, and to disassociate political agendas from administrative ones. While much is
known about the normative aspects of the mandate of public service institutions and their
staff to provide balanced, non-partisan advice to cabinet ministers and to action the will of
government (Althaus et al. 2018, p. 33)—how this is achieved as an orientation to practice has
been less rigorously documented.
Even within the broader field of organizational studies, the “humdrum, everyday experiences”
of those that work in these places has been ignored (Ybema et al. 2009b, p. 1). Analysis of the
interactions between policy and research through inquiry into what the work of policy entails,
and what policy workers do day-to-day, remains a neglected area of inquiry. To pursue this,
changes the focus of inquiry and effort from a quest to increase evidence use—to a more
realistic account based on the practices and processes of policy actors and their institutions.
Therefore, my study privileges the following rhetorical question throughout:
How can one know how research is used in the policy setting, its meaning or relationship
to policy making, without exploring and positioning this in terms of what policy workers
do?
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CHAPTER 3

THE ENACTMENT

This chapter explores the study’s research approach and method. While the retelling of a
methodological journey makes for informative reading, a cataloguing of what was done,
choices that were made, and how decisions were arrived at can jar against the intended storylike style quality of ethnography. I lead you through this journey, outlining the theoretical,
practical and ethical dimensions to how I planned, executed and communicated this study
using a combination of fieldwork narrative and insights drawn from the methodological
literature.
Chapter 3.1 opens with an overview of my research design and continues the study’s opening
narrative. I describe my efforts to engage in reflexive research practice, accounting for my role
and identity as researcher and practitioner and the influence this had on the research
engagement and interactions with the participants; relating this to my ongoing positioning in
the field.
Chapter 3.2 unfolds in discussion around the ‘interpretive framework’ that provided the
building blocks to my “fruitful ways of looking” (Atkinson 2015, p. 3). I provide an explanation
for how and why I saw what I did, along with how I made sense of it while in the field and
afterwards during writing.
Chapter 3.3 summarises the lead-up period to my fieldwork and how I chose and engaged my
host institution. This includes a summary of my ethical conduct in the field and beforehand.
Chapter 3.4 aims to give a sense of the overall fieldwork engagement, and impart an
understanding of what it meant to be a participant observer in a policy setting. I offer
explanation for my success in both securing entry to the policy branch, and gaining access to
situations where I could take observations.
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3.1

Ethnographic design

Entering the field as an ethnographic researcher in an office environment is not unlike
beginning work as a new staff member. While at the time I could only imagine the kinds of
interactions I would soon have, and ponder about what activities and events would become
available to me—stepping into this workplace was the initiation point to an implicit process of
forming multiple identities and roles (Pachirat 2017). These would be instrumental for others
to begin making sense of who I am, what I am doing there, and my intended relationship to
them. While I did not actively try to create or manage these identities, over time the
capabilities that I brought to the field and my capacity to contribute in meaningful ways to the
work of the branch became key enablers to gaining access to situations where work is done. It
was key to my involvement with study participants and access to events. My study execution
came to rest on being both seen to be a competent staff member and have the ability to
exercise valued expertise to the work I contributed to. Being present at situations, or
otherwise gain ‘observational access’, relied on my ability to contribute to the work program
using skills in research and scholarly understanding of topics across the Indigenous research
field. This allowed me to inhabit a researcher/policy adviser identity, and for policy staff to
integrate me into their world.
Slowly this became part of my dual persona and provided a foundation to my ethnographic
and observational practice.
Declaring myself to the attendants at the building’s reception desk, I tell them the name of
the contact person who would vouch for me; and who I understand is the Executive
Assistant to the Branch Manager who agreed to, and facilitated, my fieldwork. The staff
member standing behind the counter places a phone call through to the offices above, and I
sit down expectantly on the couch to wait to be collected. This takes only a short while, and
soon enough I am furnished with a temporary access pass, a blank ‘swipe card’, and we
move through the electronic barrier gate to grab the elevator upwards.
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We arrive on the correct floor and walk directly to a group of workstations near the
windowed edge of this cavernous workspace. The Executive Assistant’s desk is located here
and I can see boxes and bags and other sorts of clutter on the ground and on the desks. She
tells me that assistants to executive level staff sit together in fixed spots, while all other
staff are dispersed throughout the floor; encouraged to set up somewhere different each
day. This can include other floors of the building, even to infiltrate the floor where the highlevel executives dwell when in the building. Staff may also work from the café, the kitchen
or anywhere with a surface to place a laptop on, or a space to converse. This floor has a
distinct colour pallet to its carpet, walls and structural columns, and over time I find a
unique blend of hues characterises each individual floor. This has the effect of disorienting
the visitor upon stepping out from the lift in encountering a seamless gradient of sameness
yet difference.
In this short distance I form already some first impressions of the workplace. Admittedly
these are fleeting and shallow, but I immediately notice a contrast to my normal working
environment. Here it feels busy and noisy, with people greeting each other and holding
fervent conversations about what happened earlier that morning, or since they were last in
each other’s company. Workstations have been clumped back-to-back in neat
configurations according to desk height and style. Low desks are situated side-by-side, and
high desks have stools fixed to the ground and stand united in their elevated rows. A
walking pathway runs the entire length of the floor, connecting areas at the far sides of the
floor that are not yet visible. Despite this carefully ordered design there is a sense of mild
disarray with chairs pulled away from desks and left to one side of the computer monitor.
An occasional chair is doubled-up at a single workstation, or not present at all, leaving an
empty void in its stead. Personal items sit in plastic mesh buckets on top of some desks, and
many desks are temporarily unoccupied as staff collect belongings from locked cabinets
and are returning from the kitchen area with cups of tea and coffee or bottles of water.
Some staff are still in the throes of arriving and simply passing through to the far side of the
office, still wearing their comfortable footwear and backpacks. Many are standing still,
congregating and chatting as impromptu meetings begin to form.
The Executive Assistant directs me to a desk close by hers and I am relieved to hear that she
will guide me on this first day. She has cleared her diary to induct me into the who, what
and where of this place. After placing my belongings on the ground behind her desk she
leads me all around the floor and points out all the main features, such as the kitchen and
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the toilets and where I should store my personal items. I learn about office kitchen
etiquette, the various bins designed to receive different waste, and the rules for sharing the
refrigerator spaces. She shows me the room where the printers and stationery items are
kept, and she gestures to the rows of items stacked along the open shelves and encourages
me to help myself to whatever I need.
Next we locate my locker situated within a long line of identical grey rectangles. These too
are stacked and layered according to locker height, with smaller lockers confined to the
bottom row. As my eyes scan my allotted space, I register the impending challenge I will
have ever finding it again, and look for defining features such as orientation and distance to
the elevators and kitchen. Amidst these new impressions, I do at least remember to write
down my locker number, 4.153, for safekeeping. Being smallest in size, the locker is
positioned at the ground level; and I fleetingly note that while this lockable box cements my
belonging in this workplace, I harbour a slight uneasiness knowing that I will need to kneel
or stoop down to access this space; and this posture, and the metallic click-clack of the
doors, rather more suggestive of a high school or exercise gym than a professional
workplace. The Executive Assistant tells me that the passcode that secures the locker door
still needs to be reset. So for now my name tag hugs magnetically to this metal cavern with
the door leaned to, but not locked or secured.
My morning is easily filled with trips downstairs to the foyer to organise IT equipment and
begin the process of arranging my staff member, security pass. I feel grateful for the
company of the Executive Assistant, and we engage in light-hearted chatter about children,
families and the daily routines that go with this as she shadows my movements. From the
minutes I spend away from her company I quickly learn that without having a security pass,
telephone number and email address it is almost impossible to move freely or operate
independently. A temporary access pass has limited utility. As the business of getting set up
as staff member comes to closure, I sit with an open notebook on my desk. I write some
words in it and read these back in an attempt not to appear, or feel idle, and lost for
purpose. Being close by the executive assistants proves handy to receive occasional
messages from IT, Personnel and Security about the progress of my set-up arrangements. I
am also easy to find when the Branch Manager arrives on the floor later in the morning.
Eventually I am fully furnished with laptop computer and headset, a temporary staff
security swipe card, computer log-in and email account. It is here I sit once the formal entry
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and access initiation is over to contemplate what should come next. For although I came
armed with a plan, faced with the reality of now having the physical proximity and the
practical tools for doing work, I am unsure what steps I should put in place to begin making
connections with the staff and to becoming involved with the work. I have been granted
entry to this organisation, I arrived in good order and am ready to contribute—but without
any concrete engagements on the horizon, the task ahead of me presses down on me like a
weight, and my fortitude is in danger of slipping away.
This continuation to my arrival narrative gives a sense of the workplace, and the workspace.
Description of its physical and operational dimensions signals how staff were dispersed
throughout the floor where I was to be situated, and foreshadows the challenges that I would
face in becoming a functional and contributing member in the branch. My co-workers were
unrecognisable to me as they were spatially disaggregated, and I had no concrete role or
responsibilities. I return to these challenges in more detail later in this section. First, it is useful
to sketch out the overall design principles I adhered to in conducting the research study, as
opposed to conceptual and theoretical preparation detailed earlier in Part A. Some of the
practical details of what the fieldwork entailed are outlined later in Chapter 3.4 to give an
overall sense of its duration and intensity, as well as build a picture of my involvement with
staff, the work of the branch in which I was involved, and how this related to my empirical field
observations.
A study of ‘culture’
This study is testament to the anthropological tradition to learn, interpret and describe the
shared social and cultural norms and customs of this community of policy actors. It rests on
anthropology’s premise that groups of people can be studied to reveal a ‘culture’, or a shared
set of values, norms and practices—and the role of the researcher is to seek out and interpret
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what is uniquely held and sustained through interaction within a specified locale 9. Born
partially from my enduring interest in anthropology and a desire to use its approaches,
theories and techniques in applied ways—it draws from the belief that anthropology could,
and should, contribute to real-world issues. This study aims to showcase the potential for using
discipline-specific tools and approaches in own-culture contexts.
It is antithetical to speak of an anthropological study without engaging in fieldwork. This study
employs an ‘anthropological sensibility’10, and through fieldwork, it revolves around and is
embodied by this ethnographic encounter. From a reading of core methodological literature I
became acquainted with the centrality of fieldwork to the professional practice of
anthropology, and gained an appreciation that this was more than methodological adherence.
How I conceptualised this ethnographic field study is presented in Figure 1, connecting a
theoretical position on observation to the practical tasks and tools needed to undertake
ethnographic research. It cements fieldwork as the centre of the ethnographic engagement
and embeds an ethical and reflexive stance to communicating the study.

9

Abu-Lughod outlines the homogenising effects of this concept, or its “coherence, timelessness and
discreteness”, suggesting techniques to redress this like focusing on the particular, not the general, to
reorient research questions to include historical or contemporary connections and interconnections.
(2014, 391); I ascribe to Van Maanen’s suggestion that culture can be used more as a “sensitizing
concept than a strict, theoretical one” and can simply refer to “the meanings and practices produced,
sustained, and altered through interaction” (2011, 154-5).
10
McGranahan contends that ethnography is not possible without a corresponding “ethnographic
sensibility” that melds method, theory and writing—and while this concept would resist definition, she
offers a view of what this entails as “attention to the conditions and experiences of life as actually lived.
It is an attunement to worlds shared via participant-observation that extend beyond the parameters of a
narrowly defined research question. It is an understanding that the narrow view can only be understood
via the wide angled one, and vice versa. An ethnographic sensibility requires depth and time” (2018, 7).
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Upon conclusion,
ethnography
embodies the text
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through doing as
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participant
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Ethnography embeds
anthropological
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In turn this is the
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enact
ethnnographic
research

• EMBEDDED
• BOUNDED

Figure 1

• THEORETICAL
• POSITIONAL

• PRACTICAL
• METHODOLOGICAL

My ethnographic design

This “privileged status” in the construction of anthropological knowledge (Gupta & Ferguson
1997, p. 4) stretches as far as to suggest that fieldwork is pivotal to the very “regulatory ideals
and framing presumptions” of this discipline (Marcus 1998, 3). Aside from this significance, I
knew ethnography to be a multi-faceted research technique able to capture not only what is
said, but what is done. I was intent on making sure that the study would extend beyond
capturing the ‘what’ or ‘how’ of research use in policy, but be more enlightening and capable
of employing abductive reasoning to elucidate ‘in what ways’ (Atkinson 2015). I had envisioned
data collection to take place in real time, and that it would unfold day-to-day around
participants, their activities and interactions; and involve taking note of the routine, mundane
patterns of everyday work. These aims made ethnography the only possible research method.
Through this endeavour I experienced an immersion in the daily work lives of staff as they
went about their normal activities. I worked alongside many in the branch as a colleague, often
as an additional member of the team. As members of an epistemic community (Haas 1992), I
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expected to find that important forms of shared meaning-making occur in this sphere which
can be observed and interpreted through ethnographic observation (Rhodes et al. 2007a). In
doing so, I anticipated that staff would be competent actors and holders of expert ‘cultural’
knowledge relevant to their policy area and the organisation.
Although I conducted my fieldwork over a reasonably long time period of ten months, I was
aware that sustained and long-term engagement is not the overarching marker of rigour and
quality in ethnographic practice. As stand-alone characteristic, this is not even sufficient to
guarantee quality of research findings, or affords the only means to build relationships and
develop trust with those who would be participants to the research (Clifford 1997). Refined
approaches to ethnography are more in tune with the constrains of academia and private lives,
as spending long periods in the field is not always achievable. Ethnographic work can
responsibly be condensed to a shorter timeframe than was once thought to be necessary
without a commensurate loss in quality or rigour (Van Maanen 2011). Echoing Clifford, this
acknowledgement embraces the proposition that both depth and intensity in ethnographic
work can be catered for in many different ways (1997, p. 192), and simply hanging around
endlessly need not add extra dimensions to the research or extra insights.
To generate an unfocused account of this policy branch, and the people in it, was not my
objective. Instead, I was to be attuned specifically to engagements with research and evidence
in how staff executed their everyday work. The detailed accounts I present in Part B
communicate what I observed through this engagement and provide routine detail of what
staff did and said using ‘thick description’ and narrative. This intends to transport the reader
into the world of these policy staff and begins the process of ascribing and communicating the
meanings of their activities as socio-cultural practice and expressions of embedded knowledge.
A ‘culture of research use’ was to emerge out of these descriptions, replete with accounts of
staff rituals within the context of the institutional and broader policy setting in which they
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were accountable. This brings out tacit and implicit understandings of what makes policy work
possible that I present in this thesis as a combination realist/confessional tale, and tell through
a style of writing in which my presence and involvement is integrated within the text (Van
Maanen 2011). All the while, this attends to the realities of working at this place as a shared
‘social reality’. As this ethnography unfolds I coalesce layers of description and interpretation
to construct a vision of ‘what is this place’, ‘who are those that are endemic here’ and ‘what
are the rituals, routines and values that give this community a unique presence in the world.
Conjured up images of the dispassionate observer sitting within the shadows, or the
conscientious researcher audio recording answers to pre-scripted interview questions, has no
bearing to how I conducted this research endeavour. I held a dual role as researcher and policy
worker and used the overarching technique of “active participation” (Spradley 1980, p. 60) to
involve myself directly in policy work. This entailed learning how to perform core work tasks
expected from policy staff in the branch. At a practical level, I aligned myself with work that
would facilitate observing fruitful encounters. I employed the simple technique of attending to
staff actions, and their interactions with others, through both written and oral mediums—in
meetings and informal discussions, and interactions contained within and around policy
documents, emails and other written formats. I worked with, or alongside most staff in the
branch and assisted across the teams with policy and program work where my skills and
knowledge of substantive issues in Indigenous research could be of benefit to the work at
hand. I documented my impressions of events and behaviours around me as field notes,
reflecting on these, and drawing out tentative interpretations about what staff were doing,
and how and why I thought this mattered. As a lens to structure my observing, I developed and
engaged an ‘interpretive framework’. Described further in Chapter 3.2, this helped me to hone
“fruitful ways of looking” (Atkinson 2015) and to select encounters and activities in which staff
engage with research and evidence in executing their policy work.
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While initially I embraced the agreed and expected role of participant observer, figuratively a
researcher in guise as policy adviser—over time the fieldwork evolved into an exploration of
the potential for specialist research skills and capabilities to contribute to substantive policy
work. This provided an additional element to the field engagement in which I became an
‘embedded specialist’ staff member in the policy branch—with the aim to explore what
synergies or benefits could be generated by co-locating research and evaluation skills within
policy teams. This was in contrast to brokerage this expertise from other areas of the
institution. In part, I was welcomed into this workplace due to an interest for the department
to foster connections with research and researchers, and to reflect on the use of research and
evidence as part of building a ‘culture of research use’. I explore both these aspect to the
fieldwork as part of the study’s conclusions and implications in Chapter 10.
As the fieldwork situations that I would be privy to could not be planned in advance, I easily
accommodated this realignment of my engagement. The ‘embedded specialist’ role added an
extra dimension to the research, and produced insights, that would not have been possible
through conducting research under a different guise. This realignment, however, did shift the
research engagement from learning about research use from observing staff, to a ‘soft’
intervention. As my involvement with the teams in the branch intensified, I unintentionally
became a proponent for research use and began to model its contribution to everyday work.
Consequently, my actions became inexorably tied to the situations I sought to observe. While
this experience is not uncommon in ethnography, it accentuated the gravity of rigorous
research practice to guide the collection of data, and to execute my dual duties of policy
adviser and researcher with care and reflexivity.
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3.2

An interpretive framework

Designing the framework
Contrary to my early expectations, while conducting ethnography in a policy setting was not
standard anthropological practice, it also did not require methodological invention. As noted
by other scholars, the institutional setting presents comparable challenges to communitybased observational studies, and the conceptual and practical considerations are not dissimilar
(Bierschenk & Olivier de Sardan 2019; Rhodes 2014).
I consulted the anthropological literature for standard ethnographic tools and techniques that I
could put to use. Admittedly, my nostalgia for the days of classical anthropology influenced
this orientation—a romanticised idea of the lone researcher unpuzzling genealogies and
deciphering the meanings behind ritual expressions of marriage, burial and kinship—and I was
consequently intrigued by the challenge to conduct my study with a similar ethos. From wellestablished and credible sources I sought out what I could use in a practical sense, like how to
write field notes; but also searched for concepts and theories that would shape my thinking as
I went into the engagement. The idea that one could simply ‘be there’ and that would be
enough to fill journal pages with rigorous and relevant field notes seemed nonsensical and
under-theorised 11.
I looked for inspiration to somewhat out of fashion, but respected, scholars and their seminal
texts. Agar and Spradley immediately appealed to me with their accessible and common-sense
approach to ethnography. Pelto and Pelto (1978) proved less welcoming, but served as a solid
‘how-to’ guide to anthropological practice. As a counterbalance, I took in the learnings by

11

See Boswell and Corbett (2015) for an alternative view on the necessity to insert more rigour within
the ethnographic endeavour in political science. These authors recognise and embrace ‘impressionistic’
qualities rather than an insistence on ‘systematicity’.
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Atkinson (2015; 2017). His perspectives draw more from the discipline of sociology than
anthropology, but I became entranced by his slightly exasperated ‘this is just how ethnography
is’ attitude and soon identified with his concerns about the unjustified description of some
qualitative enquiry as ethnographic research. His strong critique of how success should be
measured in ethnography, including his rejection of this being aligned with whether the
resulting narrative resonates with the participant’s point of view—prompted my healthy
respect for the idea that simply offering an unadulterated perspective from the point of view
of research participants is not the objective of ethnography, and that the ‘field’ is not made up
of individuals, their personal or private, recollected experiences and feelings (Atkinson 2015, p.
13). This also put a damper on relying on interviews as a primary method to collect data.
Taking a fast-forward glance to the final culmination of ethnography, the resulting monograph,
Atkinson’s perspectives introduced me to the complexities of accounting for the researcher
within the process of writing and representing the people and places studied in ethnographic
research. This was a timely reminder that although writing in first-person is an accepted
technique for dealing with the researcher’s unavoidable subjectivity, even intersubjectivity;
this should not dominate the text to the point that analytical insights are supplanted (Atkinson
2015). Additionally, the collected writings of Clifford and Marcus (1986) made for unmissable
reading in considering the ethics and practice of representing the lives of others through the
texts that follow empirical fieldwork. Lastly, as a practical endeavour to communicate the
resulting findings arising from this engagement, I expected to be able to describe the policy
setting using a narrative, or story-like style (Bevir 2011).
Feeling reassured that I had sufficiently addressed the issue of how to do ethnography and
how to think about it at all stages, I turned my attention to what I needed to know to prepare
for the public sector setting in which I hoped to land. This was different to the more generic
preparation just described, as I suspected that since ethnographic fieldwork is not commonly
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conducted in bureaucratic contexts (Britan & Cohen 1980), partly as ‘own culture’ and ‘at
home’ sites were not originally considered the stomping ground for anthropology (Van
Maanen 2011)—that there may be aspects to fieldwork in these contexts that that would be
critical to consider in advance. I anticipated experiencing difficulty in gaining research access to
organisational contexts, and the often-contentious nature of research findings resulting from
such engagement, would bring a high chance that such a request would be left unfacilitated.
As detailed in Chapter 1, I followed an established scholarly trail to an anthropological subdiscipline, the ‘anthropology of policy’, and towards texts authored by the founding authors
(Shore & Wright 1997; Wedel et al. 2005). From this I aimed to gain an understanding of what
issues would present in attempting to study in such locations; and to garner ideas about what
theoretical, conceptual and analytical lenses I could apply to anthropologically make sense of
this context as a socio-cultural system.
What knowledge I gained, and how I applied this, learning forms the body of the ‘interpretive
framework’ I describe here. These learnings provided the necessary ingredients for me to
formulate a coherent research plan that was methodologically and conceptually rigorous,
ethically responsible and feasible. This does not mean that I set this plan in stone, and then
dogmatically operationalised it through fieldwork or during analysis. Ethnography is responsive
and malleable, it changes as events and situations unfold and new knowledge and perspectives
are unearthed. Some of the changes in my orientation over time have been detailed already in
Chapter 1, illustrating how I moved away from the anthropology of policy and interpretive
policy analysis, towards practice-based accounts of what policy makers are doing and a
processual view on this (Kayaalp 2013).
At this point, suffice it to say that this journey of anthropological re-discovery had refreshed
my knowledge of how to do ethnography and the sense-making journey that follows in its
wake. It helped me to construct the defining parameters of my upcoming engagement, and
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how I would interpret my empirical learning. I subsequently used this to structure each phase
of the study, from the design and overall approach to the field methodology. This approach
provided me with practical, conceptual and analytical techniques to collect data and
interpretation of it. I hoped that this systematic approach to the field would provide me with
the necessary building blocks to construct theoretical models from this study, and enable a
degree of transferability of knowledge from this study to multiple settings.
As noted above, the practical application of ethnographic techniques to a non-conventional
location and topic of study, policy-making in a public service department; required surprisingly
minimal modification for building anthropological knowledge. Although I had not experienced
ethnographic fieldwork before, I knew this would bring an overload of impressions and a
myriad of possible areas for enquiry—but without a rule book for knowing where to look, or
what to take note of. While taking a wide-angle lens is necessary to gain an understanding of
the ethnographic setting in its entirety, over time observations are to become narrower in
focus as the researcher is better able to judge, and then decide on, which situations or
occurrences will yield important insights—and gain a sense of what phenomena is ultimately
being observed. While I had confidence in the ethnographic method, I felt a need to account
for my approach in more detail. To make what I did and how I did it more explicit, and
afterwards, to account for how I arrived at my interpretations. I desired an additional tool that
would help me to ‘see’ and ‘feel’ in the field.
This tool became my ‘interpretive framework’. I brought it into the field and consulted it
during my study, often referring back to it when I was unsure of my task. It took me through
the introspective journey of writing up fieldnotes and interpreting my data, and helped me to
identify and structure the cultural domains through which I communicate my learnings as ‘next
order’ interpretations in Part C.
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Before I present further details of its formation and its function, first a small aside. This
framework arose out of a conviction that anthropological fieldwork should be inductive and
abductive. While my aim was not to arrive on site without any idea of what I was looking for,
or be without any analytic ideas of what I would find (Atkinson 2017), my goal was certainly
not to come with a theory and test that through field observations. Whether a researcher
should arrive in the field as metaphorical ‘empty slate’, or theories and concepts should
already have been absorbed and poised to be furnished with empirical knowledge, is a dispute
beyond resolution. I agreed wholeheartedly with Agar’s position on the association between
theory and empirical practice in ethnography, that an hypothesis is simply “an idea to check
out” (1996, 219). A pragmatic stance would suggest that in practice neither position is
possible, but that abductive reasoning is tailored to that sweet spot between inductive and
deductive approaches to data collection and analysis. Atkinson describes this concept in
practical terms:
whenever we encounter an observation, an event, a record, we ask ourselves ‘what might this
be a case of’. In other words, we search for some larger class of phenomena that it might
represent or illuminate, some more generic process that might give rise to a particular instance,
or some underlying pattern that might give rise to our observation. (2017, p. 3)

As I entered the field, I was apprehensive to be arriving without theoretical armoury. But
initially I had over-looked that ethnographic approaches are already “family” to formal
theoretical approaches (Atkinson 2015, p. 45), and embed robust conceptions about the field
engagement and the practical tools to facilitate and enact this. As ethnography brings with it
an “implicit articulation of cultural theory” (Agar 1996, p. 75), I decided that beyond what I had
gathered about ethnography as a method with specific ontological and epistemological
underpinnings, no additional theoretical knowledge would help me to ‘prepare’ for the field
component. Although on arrival I would not be an unfilled vessel, I had no need to seek out
additional theoretical orientations to test out through field research, agreeing with Geertz’s
sentiment on theorising who professes to feeling “uncomfortable” when getting “too far away
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from the immediacies of social life” (1973, p. vii). While I was familiar with literature on
evidence-based policy and research utilisation, and had working knowledge about diverse
theories used within the broader branch of interpretive policy studies (Browne et al. 2019); I
regarded these as topic-specific understandings rather than theoretical assemblages that I
would test or operationalise.
I dedicated attention to how I would enact the technique of participant observation (Spradley
1980) and curate the twin roles of researcher (observer) and policymaker (participant) in
recognition that the role of the researcher is not neutral or unproblematic. As a theoretical
toolkit, participant observation instils a twofold dimension to the field engagement by
affording the researcher a role beyond collecting empirical data. In a practical sense,
participant observation helps to facilitate access to situations and events in which data may be
collected, and provides a way to acquire empirical knowledge of the field site from situations
for which access may be restricted for ‘outsiders’. While other forms of ethnographic
observation can be used, such as non-participant observation or observer-participant—
occupying a role as a non-participant, while on a practical level denotes an absence of
involvement—this has ontological and epistemological implications for the nature of the
research endeavour. This status is intertwined within the analytical and conceptual approach
to the fieldwork endeavour (see for example Rhodes 2005).
Observational techniques naturally suffer limitations, such as the disruption or distortion
caused by the presence of the researcher and their actions. In positioning myself as researcher
in the field, I needed to account for how this shapes my observational practice; how it
influences my field experiences, including the impacts of my interactions on participants and
on real-time situations and encounters. A basic form of positioning entails a foregrounding of
preceding assumptions and biases that are based on, and arise, from any aspect of my
personality or from previous and current experiences and social and cultural background. My
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own positionality became particularly tied to my conduct in the field, and to how others
perceived me. As positionality cannot be declared in advance of fieldwork and then discarded,
this carried throughout the engagement and beyond; and was subject to continual renewal or
adjustment. As my positionality could change in response to circumstances, including attitudes
and perspectives of me by others from my current or past performance in my research and
policy role/s, it was intrinsically tied to how I conducted and presented myself.
I felt that my entangled complicity in the research placed an acute emphasis on my skills and
orientation as a participant-observer. It gave me an imperative to account for this complicity
and practice reflexivity in the field, and at the desk while writing-up and communicating this
study to others—including to the host institution and my participants who would read what
became of my time in the field.
The draft to final framework
Having a framework to structure ethnographic practice sounds rigid and constraining, and
perhaps even at odds with the flexible and responsive nature of this approach to fieldwork. As
I went into the field it provided me a starting point, a guide and reference, for when I was not
sure what to pursue. As I came out of fieldwork, I worked to refine it and give it more solidity
and substance, so it could be used similarly in the next phases of the study.
My hope for the framework was that it would provide me with “fruitful ways of looking” in the
field and beyond. I borrowed this evocative idea from Atkinson who appears to have been
similarly inspired by Herbert Blumer’s “sensitizing concepts”. Appearing for the first time in a
publication that problematises the relationship between theory and the empirical world,
Blumer sees these as equivalent to working concepts; ones that lack specification or
prescription. Accordingly, ‘sensitizing concepts’ provide only general guidance to empirical
instances to “suggest directions along which to look” (Blumer 1954, p. 7).
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Initially the framework was no more than an assemblage of dot points. A portion of these I
have listed in Figure 2, such as a reminder that actors are knowledgeable and to seek shared
meaning; with the point being that these functioned like Blumer’s ‘sensitizing concepts’. Later I
distinguished groups of related ideas from within these dot points, which introduced structure
and definition to my framework and allowed me to ascribe functional names to these groups:
‘fundamental’ and ‘second-order’ principles, ‘practical’ and ‘reflexive’ tools. This additional
specificity allowed me to isolate, for instance, tools that would remind me of my positionality
from ones to suggest where I should focus my practical and analytical effort during fieldwork.
Together, these provided me with guiding principles to use in my ethnographic practice.

Figure 2

Initial framework design
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As I refined these principles post-field, I constructed what the framework came to hang on,
presented here in Figure 3. Becoming the final version of my framework, this schema
integrated several ideas that would guide my study conduct, which I discuss further below.

Figure 3

The final framework

Inspired by Spradley (1980) I would focus on the human experience—particularly cultural
behaviour, like what happens in formal meetings; cultural expertise and knowledge, such as
understanding work tasks; and cultural artefacts, like documents and emails.
Following Atkinson (2015) I decided on the centrality of the social encounter and interpersonal
interactions—like team work and encounters within meetings; to seek meaning and express
this through description; and emphasise how the world is experienced from within.
Also, Agar (1996) provided me rationale to focus on the practices of everyday life knowing that
these are based on shared knowledge; and to concentrate on rituals and routines of policy
work.
As mentioned already, this gave me direction and purpose, or “fruitful ways of looking”
(Atkinson 2015, p. 3) in the field, and this lens provided a justification for me to join the world
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of formal meetings to learn what happens during these structured conversations, and to take
note of the content and flow of written information and documents arising (Freeman &
Maybin 2011). Consequently, I structured my observations around events in the field, many of
which occurred in a discrete, temporal, series; and around informal interactions between staff,
and through engagement with written texts like evaluation reports, staff discussion papers,
and staff emails.
As I came to the formal aspects of interpretation of my observations during writing
ethnographic description and then drawing out the findings; the framework enabled me to
analytically consolidate this effort around Agar’s three domains of what staff do, know, and the
things they make/use in constructing a theoretical ‘culture of research use’. Depicted in Figure
4, over these domains I overlaid the concepts ‘policy work’, and ‘policy knowledge’ (Colebatch
et al. 2010b) embedding this distinction between normative account of policy-making and
ones that recognise and embrace policy making as a process of social construction, and a
contest of ideas that requires information from a wide variety of places and sources (2006).
Coupled with illustrations of the mundane aspects of such work from practice scholars, my
desired focus on what policy staff do each day as they schedule and attend meetings, discuss
and consult on their areas of responsibility, and write and receive emails and other written
documents; and the meaning of this, was born. This framework and the concepts it contained,
directly informed the themes that structure Part C, as next-order interpretations of the three
case studies in Part B.
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Figure 4

A ‘culture’ of research use

My framework worked in tandem with other foundational tools in ethnography, such as
engaging abductive reasoning to ask ‘what is this a case of’ and ‘where might I find a
comparable case’. This was a method of sense-making that could draw out complexities,
recognise underlying patterns, and emphasise how something is accomplished, rather than to
name it (Atkinson 2017). In short, this reasoning enabled interpretation of ‘in what ways’ to be
prioritised, and to unpack the often invisible and unsaid cultural knowledges embedded in
what is said, done and made/used (Spradley 1980). This reasoning traces the grain of everyday
life and it focuses on granular analysis of social order and cultural forms. In constructing the
resulting textwork that follows ethnographic enquiry, Spradley’s words provided a fitting
guide: “In order for a reader to see the lives of the people we study, we must show them
through particulars, not merely talk about them in generalities” (1980, p. 162). Accordingly,
this study presents three detailed case studies which aim to do this in candid splendour.
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Employing the framework
Developing a framework to structure ethnographic study was necessarily experimental. In this
section I offer some reflections on using this approach, to offer thoughts on what it has been
able to achieve to make sense of the institutional setting.
As mentioned, ethnography aims to observe both explicit and tacit knowledge to generate a
socio-cultural account of a group of people and their place. The ethnographic task therefore
relies on field techniques to delve beyond what is immediately apparent, to employ the
‘anthropological gaze’ to uncover what does not manifest directly; and to generate meanings
that are not only “directly expressed in language [but are] taken for granted and
communicated only indirectly through word and action” (Spradley 1980, 3). While “cultural
knowledge is hidden from view...it is of fundamental importance because we all use it
constantly to generate behaviour and interpret our experience” (Spradley 1980, p. 6). This
relates to what can be observed in the field through drawing a distinction based on the level of
consciousness: cultural knowledge is split into “explicit culture”, which makes up part of what
we know and what people can communicate about; and “tacit culture”, which is outside of our
awareness (Spradley 1980, p. 7).
This theoretical description of how ‘culture’ may be embedded, and then apprehended, was
able to be accommodated within my fieldwork as the framework directed attention to both
realms—the explicit and the tacit. In doing so, it helped draw out recurring forms of social
interaction and the material forms that arise from this, such as text-based communication
devices. Focussing on these domains is crucial to the study of the policy setting, for as
suggested by Freeman—bureaucratic routines are based on meetings, talk and text (2019a). I
was able to discern the meanings that policy makers attributed to their involvements in the
policy setting, and with everyday activities and artefacts. This involved discerning what was
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happening in a socio-cultural sense during meetings through discussion of reports and in the
production and finalisation of documents. Producing fine-grained narratives from
ethnographic fieldwork demonstrates, rather than tells, how and why policy staff consult
research; as well as what they do with it, to show in detail the situated rationality of
behaviours. This approach to fieldwork is also consistent with the idea that ethnography is not
about studying people, but about learning from them (Spradley 1980, 3), and that layers of
understanding will be unlocked as learning progresses.
Importantly, the framework allowed me to transition from making general observations to
ones that were more focused; as I had a more refined idea of where to look and how to judge
what was important. This helped to reduce a feeling of being overwhelmed and confused by
the field experience, and helped to expedite the fieldwork process to make maximum use of
short periods of time in the field. Through providing me with stability in directing my
ethnographic practice across the study period, it helped to generate conceptual consistency
from the pre-field period to taking field observations; and then through to writing these
experiences as narrative, and drawing interpretations from the process. The ‘interpretive
framework’ facilitated a seamless movement from specific, and context-bound, learnings to
ones that were more generic and transferable.
The operationally and physically structured environment of a public service department was
amendable to creating definition around taking field observations; as bureaucratic process is
replete with recurring interactions, activities and events as well as recurring spaces and places
in which this takes place—and these all have their own temporal and spatial qualities (Riles
2017). In managing tensions between the micro and macro views of the field setting,
navigating the line between according priority to agency, or structure, within analysis and
interpretation was facilitated through this structured approach. Institutional and political
processes and priorities were situated against the meaning systems of policy staff as
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relationships between what people do and say unfolds in real-time and is observed against the
constraints within which staff must operate. Ethnography is well suited to emphasising the
meanings of policy work, exploring how these are understood by staff who work there—and to
apprehend these as micro-actions caught within broader webs of mezzo and macro structures
and processes in the surrounding government architecture.
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3.3

Negotiating the field

As suggested already, acquiring a field site for a would-be ethnographic study can be a difficult
and protracted process. It requires attention to practical and ethical considerations, in addition
to conceptual planning of what constitutes a suitable engagement. Conducting ethnographic
research within public institutions presents unique challenges that stem from the exclusion of
informal entry to such places and impeded scrutiny of its processes from outside, as well as
the confidential nature of much public administration work. In this section, I discuss these
aspects, along with some of the more mundane characteristics of this part of my research
preparation, detailing how I decided on my research frame and the process of selecting and
approaching a field site to conduct my engagement.
Constructing a research frame
I conceptualised this study as a single-site field engagement. This was despite the popularity of
multi-sited ethnography and the attractiveness among scholars to trace objects or artefacts
(Marcus 1998, p. 79-104), often as study-up or study-through approach, within and beyond the
policy setting. I sought instead to anchor the research conceptually and physically to one place,
and condense observations to a single policy ‘community’ and location.
In choosing my site I developed a coherent and clear rationale for the type of public sector
department or agency I hoped to secure. Due to my intrinsic interest in national-level policy, I
decided to pursue a single department of the Australian Public Service (APS) as I felt that this
level of government would provide the best fit with my professional skills. Consequently, I
could design a strategy for approach with the best likelihood of success and harness existing
connections I had within government agencies and staff. At a practical level, the department
needed to be situated within a commutable distance from home and have accommodation
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options for short, but successive, periods of stay. These features reduced the potential field
sites to a small selection.
Assessing the relevance of my study topic to the policy space was my next major
consideration. Through an environmental scan that involved following policy announcements,
reading policy documents, checking government websites and social media posts and
attending Indigenous research events—I assessed the fit of my topic area to institutional
priorities. I also mapped significant policy decisions and milestones along with key executivelevel appointments within my target departments to gain an understanding of the key issues
regarding knowledge utilisation and evidence-based policy, and identify potential staff to
approach. This narrowed my focus down to one institution.
I felt that my likelihood of success in securing a fieldsite was small, and instinct told me that I
would only have one attempt; including that if rejected outright, I would have no further
recourse to object or discuss. This same intuition informed what I practically needed to do in
making an initial approach to my chosen department, rather than attempting follow a set of
rules of engagement. I anticipated potential risks and pitfalls from the perspective of the
department to develop a proposed work/research placement that was feasible, workable and
relevant. This addressed current policy priorities, articulated what could be of mutual benefit,
and attended to the risk of unintended impacts upon staff or the institution. I sent this via
email directly to an individual I knew as an acquaintance who was in a senior leadership role at
the department. As I explore in the vignette below, my email was delegated to a further
individual whose name I knew from organisational charts, but was not familiar to me in person
or by reputation. By serendipity, I met him only a week after sending the email during a
seminar I attended on Indigenous research translation.
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I walk into the seminar room behind a lady I have just met in the carpark, and with whom I
exchanged information about parking ticket machines and time zones—crucial information
at public venues in which ‘brown bombers’12 could swoop at any time. I wait for her to
select a name badge from the reception table, and then proceed to do the same. As I look
up, I notice a conversation had begun between her and a male figure standing nearby. It is
warm and friendly chatter, as if these two individuals are already known to each other. Not
yet wanting to take my seat in the near-empty auditorium, I stand around uncomfortably,
busying myself by looking at some brochures that had been laid out on a table nearby. As
other people slowly file into the room and take their seat, this conversation comes
spontaneously to closure and both individuals go to sit separately in the theatre-style
seating. During my waiting, however, curiosity had caused me to catch a glimpse of the
name badge worn by the man, and I had time to realise its significance.
I know him to be a branch manager within the department that I had sent the email. His
affiliation is not printed on the badge he wears, but I am familiar with the name from many
months of surveillance of the Indigenous policy scene. Having met his predecessor, I also
know he is new to the head role. At the many conferences and research seminars I had
been to before, I have observed that government officials tend to exit swiftly as soon as
proceedings are over. Quite literally, they run for the door. If I want to meet him, I know I
have only one option.
I can see where he has gone to sit, about halfway up the sloped seating, on the right side;
and just a few empty seats from the aisle. He had opened a laptop, which he transformed
into a tablet, and is peering and nudging at something on the screen while waiting for the
seminar to start. I have little time to act, so with a pounding in my ears, I move to sit down
directly next to him and introduce myself, mentioning both my name and university. He
pauses for a moment with a fixed expression as he takes this information in, before his face
clears—telling me that he had received an email from me. My mind races as I try to make
sense of this comment, and he quickly adds that he has been instructed to follow this up—
and I realise that he had received my research fieldwork proposal. He adds that he sees the

12

A colloquial reference to parking inspectors. This signifies both the colour of the uniform and the
tendency for inspectors to appear suddenly and issue parking infringements with no warning:
https://www.macquariedictionary.com.au/resources/aus/word/map/search/word/brown%20bomber/T
he%20Riverina/
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potential benefit of this within his branch, with these words like music in my ears. We chat
for a couple of minutes before he hands me his business card and promises to be in touch
over the coming days to work out the details.
When a public sector institution is the host of ethnographic research, this entails working
through physical and institutional barriers that prevent unauthorised entry and access to the
place. Over time, a gradual and mediated access follows to allow the researcher proximity to
relevant encounters and sources of information. As indicated in the vignette above, my email
had been delegated for action to the head of a branch responsible for Indigenous policy with
the next step to involve ‘working out the details’. Contrary to my expectation, rather than
gaining the in-principle agreement, this part posed the largest barrier. It entailed nine months
of navigating around multiple potential dead-ends before eventually implementing an
arrangement, more or less as I had proposed in my email.
A long period of negotiation with the Branch Manager ensues. He becomes the primary
interface between myself and the department, and my only contact. He is the only person I
have to convince of the mutual value of my proposed engagement. This takes considerable
time to iron out, requiring multiple phone conversations and exchanges of written
information for me to express what the research is about, explain how I would conduct it,
and address the implications for staff in the branch and the department. The central
concern becomes to determine what role I would occupy, what it would entail me doing,
and what information I would have access to. From my perspective, I sought an
arrangement that would be amenable to both learning and doing and that would provide
opportunities for me to immerse in the work programme in the branch. From the
department’s perspective, it was paramount to devise an official appointment that would
give me access to useful information to my research, yet would safeguard sensitive and
inappropriate material.
Over time the negotiation process becomes convoluted, and it is difficult to pinpoint the
precise moment that unequivocal support for the research is given—with exchanges fall
into a pattern of one-step-forward and then two-steps-back. New issues emerge just as old
ones become settled. From our initial conversations that are marked by light-hearted

Page 81

enthusiasm for the engagement and humorous musing about the prospect of having me
follow him to lunch, and how that would not be very enlightening—conversation becomes
gradually infused with concerns and problems.
After some months of discussions, the Branch Manager stops responding quickly to
correspondence. I feel a termination to negotiations looks increasingly likely. His original
friendly manner come to be tinged with business-like tones, and email replies and phone
calls take increasingly longer to arrive. Eventually I learn the cause of the communication
lag as he emails to tell me of reservations expressed by some staff in the department about
hosting a researcher due to past experiences and issues with the kinds of research findings
that are generated and published. Finally understanding the hold-up provides me a hook to
open a final round of negotiations in which I draft additional conditions and principles that
would be binding for the research conduct being formally attached to my position
description and contract and enforceable as employee under the same conditions as other
APS staff. Upon receiving this new information, the Branch Manager’s response is swift, and
within days I receive the necessary paperwork to begin a period of ‘research secondment’
from the University of Wollongong. I am requested to arrive, and do so, first thing in the
morning the very next Monday.
This narrative communicates that receiving an initial in-principle approval to conduct research
within the department was only a beginning point to a protracted conversation. Formal access
permission, in the form of a signed secondment contract, did not eventuate until the nature of
my engagement had been worked through. This required scoping out a role within the
department that would satisfy personnel and security requirements, and was acceptable
particularly to other senior staff members. I was later told that the final decision was made at
the highest level of the department, but I have no doubt that Branch Manager had advocated
on my behalf and engaged in all the leg work to make the engagement happen.
That I was able to gain access to my chosen field site and department may have been helped
by the stable political environment in Indigenous policy at the time, as no high-stake issues on
the policy agenda were in circulation. The willingness shown by the senior executive staff
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member to support the request, and the subsequent efforts of the Branch Manager who had
an interest in the broad topic of the study, and an openness to explore this together—were
most crucial. I had also demonstrated an effort and willingness to work towards organisational
priorities and conduct my research within normal staff constraints. By comparison, the limited
ethnographic research conducted within Australian Indigenous policy contexts has shown that
current or previous employment within the host organisation is a helpful facilitator (Lea 2002),
but requests for ethnographic research are often outright refused (Checketts 2016). Other
likely facilitators to my success were my personal/professional contacts at other government
agencies who could vouch for my general character and integrity, and my capacity to be a
productive and useful employee during the study period. While I was outsider to the
department upon entry in every way, my careful approach and skills and experience in
Indigenous policy and research provided me with some of the credibility I needed to allay fears
that my involvement could result in improper conduct and damage. Already possessing, or
having the capacity to develop quickly, a degree of competence in the practical tasks of
working in a policy setting was invaluable.
Ethics and reciprocity
An ethical approach to fieldwork is necessary to help safeguard that no harm is done in the
course of research to those who are involved. Accordingly, ethical principles governed the
research and approval was granted by the University of Wollongong’s Human Research Ethics
Committee 13. Going through this process was useful to clarify upfront how I would approach
and engage with potential host institutions and participants; what information I would provide

13

Ethics approval number 2018/307. This process involved assessment of the study’s research proposal
against compliance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research. This also
included approval of the use of supplied participant information summaries and consent forms, and
indicative research questions for use with participants. All documentation was also submitted to the
host department for their information.
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about the study, and outline how I would gain informed consent from participants. It also
helped me to identify basic risks, such as the implications for if participants withdraw their
consent during the study period, and practices to safeguard sensitive research data that I
would collect. I was attuned to the reputational damage that I could cause to the institution
and their staff should I breach their confidence, or not maintain appropriate confidentiality of
the workplace activities, processes and documents that I would be privy to. Some of this
material would be bound to, or by, government legislation; or be subject to security
classification. Careless or intentional acts of transgression could carry significant repercussions
for myself and the department, and needed to be prevented.
As an extra risk mitigation measure, I was subject to staff performance and behaviour
expectations as set by the Australian Public Service Commission under the Public Service Act
1999, and additional ‘Principles of Research Conduct’ that I mentioned already as having been
drafted and agreed to during the final round of negotiations. These were documented as
appendix to my contract with the department. These voluntary requirements were my effort
to express and solidify my intention to conduct respectful research that strives to make a
useful contribution to public sector practice, and an assurance to the department that the
findings that result would not be intentionally inflammatory.
As an ethnographic researcher, however, I felt bound to a stricter sense of reciprocity than
that outlined through ethical review, and a need to balance my imposition upon the
department and the staff. That I would not unduly distract staff from their work, and that my
research may offer something in return, were important principles to govern how I wanted to
conduct my study and engage with my participants. Hence, contributing to the work program
in the branch was not only of practical necessity in collecting data, but provided a concrete
way that I could contribute back; and would serve as symbol of my genuine intention to
conduct the study collaboratively and with mutual benefit in mind. Section managers and their

Page 84

teams allowed me to participate in their activities, despite the potential for me to cause harm
and disruption to their work responsibilities through inexperience or misunderstanding. Many
staff I worked with were interested and engaged with my study, even though this was an
unconventional mode of research; and I was able to form strong relationships with colleagues
in the teams I worked with, some of which persisted throughout my engagement and beyond.
A small number of staff provided their written consent to be included explicitly within my
study, with other staff appearing as incidental figures within the case studies and the events
and situations I feature.
Despite these ethical preparations and practices, my research did bring significant risks to this
workplace which could not be completely ameliorated or compensated—and these risks were
accepted by the host institution. No matter how inconspicuous, research activities constitute a
distraction from work activities and priorities. The knowledge generated through research
does not easily mould to the priorities of policy-making, or that of government institutions,
and therefore may have limited value beyond academia, or as practical contribution. Even
where research findings are positive or helpful, reciprocity received by the host may still be
minimal. The detailed nature of findings and the intricate nuances revealed by ethnographic
accounts of what is normally hidden behind closed doors, brings a potential to expose internal
processes that are not intended for general knowledge. As lines of enquiry in ethnographic
research are fluid and produce highly detailed, even personal, accounts of people and places—
the most ethical of engagements still brings the potential for those within the organisation to
feel scrutinised, judged or exposed. That I was both participant, and observer, blurred the
purpose and nature of my presence in the workplace, and during my interactions with staff as
participants during data collection. This downplayed a feeling of risk that I could have
breached confidentiality, or comprised anonymity. Unintentionally, I could have committed a
transgression while learning to distinguish between what is public and private information.
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Viewed from another perspective, while formal ethics review of research is designed to shield
participants from risks entailed in its conduct, the significant perils as a researcher are less
rigorously outlined or protected. These risks are often not considered as part of the formal
ethical review process which concentrates on the potential for career and reputational
damage for participants and the organisation, and the physical safety of researchers in the
field. Entering the field brings no guarantee of a successful study as gaining the trust of
participants, and their consent to be involved, is a requisite condition to collecting data and
using this as empirical data in the resulting monograph. Mosse (2006) attests to how
ethnographic engagement can go astray. His well-known experience of fieldwork in an
international development context during which his participants “did not share the
ethnography’s interpretist view of project reality as a multiplicity of truth composed from
different points of view” (p. 942) showed that irreconcilable differences between researchers
and participants can emerge. This can prevent the publication of research manuscripts and
relationships forged in the field can be fractured beyond repair. This cautionary tale highlights
not only that the representations and interpretations that arise from ethnographic research
can rupture the understandings participants have of their worlds and practices, but that within
institutional settings the researcher is likely to be in a vulnerable position vis-à-vis the staff.
It comes as no surprise, therefore, to declare that I am bound to confidentiality and unable to
disclose the name of the host department, or the branch I worked and studied in. I have used
pseudonyms to refer to my participants; and I have omitted, removed, modified and otherwise
rendered generic the policies and evaluations that I feature. By necessity, this includes the
specific policy sector of the branch and the department, and I have used generic language such
as ‘Indigenous policy’, ‘service needs’, ‘outcomes’ and ‘community needs’ to protect identities
of the staff, policies and work units. While de-identification is an important ethical
responsibility, I also strived to produce research descriptions and findings that would be
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accepted as true and accurate by those I worked with, while remaining sensitive to the trust
and confidence placed in me. Removing concrete details imbues these accounts with a
universal quality that is at odds with their situational, locational and temporal qualities. While I
feel this blunts the descriptions and limits the specificity and relevance of the knowledge
generated—this practice enables me to communicate this study to an audience and readership
without compromising ethical principles or trust.
A draft version of this monograph has been reviewed by the host department and read by a
number of staff who feature as participants within my narratives and case studies. An early
version of a case study that I prepared as chapter for an edited book elicited disappointment
from the staff member that I was not more specific about the outcomes of the evaluation and
what had occurred. The extended thesis version of the case study was able to encompass more
depth and detail that consequently redressed these concerns. While not a binding
requirement, this review process included seeking ‘in-principle’ approval from the department.
This was both a measure of good faith, and allowed the institution a basic level of recourse
should I not have upheld ethical and other agreed principles. In seeking review, I sought also
overall comments and feedback from participants, particularly requesting individuals to
articulate any concerns they have with the way I have represented them, their teams, the
branch, or the department within my writing. I received overall positive responses that helped
me to improve the de-identification of my descriptions, and the ensuing discussions filled in
some missing gaps in my knowledge about events I did not experience directly. Significantly, I
found strong support from the readers for the ethnographic genre, and the in capacity for this
kind of writing to communicate the study learnings using accessible language and story-like
qualities. I also found an understanding, and acceptance, by participants that these stories
were constructed through reflection on my own experiences in conjunction with my collected
observations, and did not represent the perspectives or realities of the branch or staff. I
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encountered no clash of worldview in presenting these writings back and the thesis was able
to be submitted for examination and subsequently published with relatively minor changes
only.
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3.4

The study conduct

The engagement
I conducted the field component over ten months. Taking place in 2018–2019, this constituted
41 weeks during which I was formally engaged in field research with the department. Eleven of
these weeks I spent physically in the office, interspersed with weeks working remotely from
my home. At times my work took me to locations outside of this central workspace and
involved encounters with these external to the department such as academic researchers, staff
from Indigenous community organisations and public sector staff in other departments. As
these events arose in the natural course of the research, I regard this as extension to my
primary field site, not as additional places of research such as in multi-sited ethnography. I
operated to no fixed pattern in planning my office days, although I attempted to spend no
more than one to three weeks away at any one time. I tried to schedule my in-office time to
coincide with key events or meetings, and to balance this with predictability and frequency of
presence in the office, and in tune with my home and work responsibilities. In between
periods physically in the office, I continued to collect observation and progress the work
associated with the policy projects in the branch. This was not unlike the now familiar ‘working
from home’ 14 arrangement, and I continued to collect data through interactions over emails,
during phone conversations and in teleconference meetings. I was able to maintain this
participation from afar as I had the use of a staff laptop, had access to meeting software, a
work email address and phone number. I participated in approximately 70 individual meetings
which made up a minimum of 70 hours of face-to-face formal work interaction. I chatted both

14

The fieldwork period concluded shortly before the COVID-19 pandemic and public health stay-athome orders were imposed.
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formally, and opportunistically, with staff in and around the office; and communicated through
written forms like emails, and by drafting and redacting internal documents and sharing these.
For the rest of this first morning, and through to the early afternoon, I keep largely to
my desk. From the conversations I can overhear, I am not sure if those closest to where I
am sitting will be my direct co-workers. How to become included in this workplace is not
apparent as even the task of identifying others in the same branch is out of my reach.
Nonetheless, I hope that the upcoming branch meeting will offer me a chance to meet
and greet others, and to exchange pleasantries that could lead to something more
productive.
As the afternoon rolls by and the branch meeting comes closer, I am nervous about
being the new staff member in the department—particularly given I have come via an
unusual arrangement. The Executive Assistant signals to me to move to the back end of
the floor, and I follow her lead. By tradition, the meeting is held at a casual space where
people can congregate. It is not a closed meeting room, being more of an open area that
abuts the kitchen. While it has no enclosed walls, it is not entirely open either. As I
round the narrow corner that separates it from the general office, I encounter a number
of people standing there already. Although I see long, upholstered benches, almost
everyone is leaning against the windowsills and the cylindrical structural columns. Arms
crossed over bodies, many are engaged in quiet conversation with one, or a few others.
Although this is audible to me, the words are not distinct. I too decide to stand. To my
relief the Branch Manager arrives and moves to the focal point of the room facing the
windows. The Executive Assistant has already placed her laptop there to televise this
meeting to remote colleagues, and the meeting begins.
The meeting unfolds in a manner that I find familiar from working in other office
environments. The Branch Manager begins by giving his update. He introduces me, and
my role, to his staff. His hearty welcome elicits meek smiles from those standing by,
including from my own face. A usual line-up of topics follows, interspersed with an
occasional quip by a staff member as comment or in clarification. The recent Senate
Estimates is a hot topic; the ongoing development of a branch plan less so. The meeting
then runs through some of the policy-topical developments of recent days such as
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developing legislation and housekeeping connected to upcoming events within the
“conference season”, nominations for staff attendance.
As abruptly as this meeting had started, it comes rapid to conclusion. I stand around
uncomfortably in the hope to initiate conversation. But everyone skuttles back out of
the room, and I have nothing left to do except to trail after them back to my desk.
As described above, simply ‘being there’ in the branch was not sufficient to conduct
ethnographic research that revolved around what staff actually do. What I did next to devise a
strategy for becoming involved with staff, I describe as introduction to the case studies in Part
B. For now, I continue along the thread that before arriving in the field I could not know how I
would become involved with the work or the staff, or how they would regard me. As I had
come into the branch as a university researcher, rather than through an employment process, I
had no specific role in the branch beyond doing ethnographic research. Under conventional
circumstances, staff who begin a new position have some knowledge of their substantive,
tasks and responsibilities; supervisory relationships are set, with expectations for productivity
and performance which are measured, monitored and rewarded through promotion and
career progression. Over time, work duties may gradually adapt to better harness individual
skills and experience brought by the new incumbent, and informal reporting and mentoring
relationships can emerge. As I had begun a ‘research secondment’ and although I was attached
to a branch, I was not allocated a role or manager or occupy a place within the branch
structure. Consequently, I had no direct team co-workers and I was not accountable for my
time, effort or work outputs beyond abiding by the ‘APS Code of Conduct’ and ethical and
academic research practice principles 15. There were, therefore, no formal imperatives for the
section managers or individual staff to involve me in their work, and no formal induction or

15

As secondee to the department my MOU specified that I remain employee of the University of
Wollongong, abiding by staff requirements set by this employer. Work duties and performance
expectations were included; however these related to my research, not my policy worker role.
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training took place 16. I was not part of established work teams, and while officially under the
stewardship of the Branch Manager, I was free to do as I pleased and float between teams in
the branch with its 30-odd members 17.
That I would be responsible for making my own way does not seem unreasonable in
light of my final negotiation round with the Branch Manager. I had claimed quite firmly
that in ethnography involvement with ‘participants’ would be gradual and earned,
achievable only through establishing trust and rapport, with no automatic right afforded
upon being granted permission to enter the department. While I did not intend this
promise to be taken glibly, quietly to myself I pondered whether the lack of imposed
order to my days may have been the Branch Manager’s surreptitious experiment to see
what I am capable of, and whether I have the resilience and tenacity to deliver on my
promises. As the months go by, sometimes I imagine his inward smirk as he relays
partial and cryptic information to me, wondering if I would be able to piece this together
into something coherent and of use in my study. As an experienced senior manager, I
am sure that long ago he learned how to speak volumes, but say very little.
Eventually, and as I developed an identity that allowed me to occupy a role similar to other
staff in the branch, I worked under the classificatory title ‘policy adviser’ 18. I did not have the
same breadth of responsibilities, but worked on evaluations and other research-related
projects across the teams. I attended meetings at the team, branch, division and whole-ofoffice levels, received group emails and had access to staff information and workflow
platforms. Many meetings I attended, and communications I received, were recurring events,
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Beyond institutionally mandated training like modules for security protocols and cultural awareness.
I explain in Chapter 6 that this was resolved later in my engagement when I became a member of staff
and joined one team.
18
This was a broad job function which entailed a variety of activities connected to the policy portfolio
area, and included both policy and program work. For instance, writing and managing ministerial
correspondence and advice; advising management on policy topics; managing relationships with policy
stakeholders inside and outside government; managing evaluation processes and other research and
knowledge generation activities; managing service delivery programs and initiatives, often with thirdsector organisations and managing contractual, performance and accountability arrangements
connected to funding contracts.
17
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and occasionally these involved externals to the department. Most meetings I attended
related to my work tasks, or were in relation to departmental matters and the Indigenous
policy portfolio. I spent considerable portions of my time working independently on allocated
tasks, conducting policy analysis and strategic policy planning, writing policy papers and
reviewing, assessing and planning for evaluation processes. These activities had a circularity
and regularly, and often fed back into new discussions, leading again to drafting and reviewing
documents. I became involved intensively with three teams in the branch, working alongside
staff on discrete and long-duration projects, policy mapping, researching and writing policy
papers and managing evaluation activities for extant programs and initiatives. Occasionally I
undertook ad hoc tasks such as preparing text for policy advice and ministerial
correspondence.
Meaningful participation
Making a genuine and productive contribution to the work in the branch was fundamental to
enable, and shape, my observations and interpretations. It was key to my access to situations
in which I could conduct observations, and provided an epistemic method of knowledgegeneration that was intertwined with my emerging policy adviser role and others’ perceptions
of me that I was capable, dependable and could bring distinctive skills and orientations to the
work. That I often approached the work in different ways to other policy advisers may have
been intrinsic to my under-developed acculturation in the public service, and with this
department specifically. As anthropologist, I felt I was able to employ alternative orientations
to positive effect by drawing on my own disciplinary training; for instance, to delve under the
surface, to problematise and bring analytical and critical approaches in considering policy
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issues (Smith 2017) 19. The introduction that I received at the branch meeting was an
acknowledgement of the capabilities that the Branch Manager hoped, or expected, I could put
to use—and helped cement this in the minds of branch staff from my first day in the field. This
public recognition of my research interest, and previous professional experience, enabled me
to gravitate to activities in the branch that had a research or evaluation component. I
reiterated these professional qualities when I approached section managers to request my
involvement with their teams and policy work.
Taking observations
Ethnographic research seamlessly integrates multiple techniques and senses in generating field
data. I conducted participant observation and informal ethnographic interviews when the
opportunity presented during the normal course of work interactions. I intended these
moments to be unobtrusive, and to allow a natural unfolding of research domains in the
course of fieldwork. This research approach melded with my competency-based identity, as I
did not need to step-in and step-out of my research role. I did not hide my observational
practice and I took either hand-written notes, or typed directly using my staff laptop, in plain
sight during meetings or shortly afterwards. I made a choice not to audio-record conversations
or meetings and relied only on my field notes as concrete forms of data; which came to
contain a mix of description of the situation or event, initial interpretations and reflections,
and words and speech parts collected from those present. I recorded direct quotes where
possible and paraphrased using language as close as possible to what I heard. I necessarily
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Applied anthropologist and UK civil servant, Benjamin Smith, explores how his academic background
and previous research engagements both prepared and shaped his experiences in policy roles. He
concludes that while an “anthropological ethos” is not easily dispensed with, and can be harnessed in
this context, it sits in an “uneasy relationship” with the work of government, and at times the policy role
can feel like an “ill-fitting suit” (Smith 2017).
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made choices about what to record, and in what detail, and my notes are thereby selective
and subjective as I made judgements about what was important or relevant, and what to leave
out. My notes also reflected my choices of which events I participated in.
A natural convergence between this dual researcher/policy adviser role emerged, and mostly I
was able to manage ‘doing work’ at the same time as ‘doing research’. Particularly as my
contribution to the work of the teams intensified, my challenge was to isolate my analytical
observations from the immediate task of learning about, and completing, allocated work. At a
practical level this affected my ability to probe developing hypotheses as they unfolded. At
times, I needed to record information related to my work task in place of research
observations. Participating in work events as policy adviser, while also trying to make sense of
the situation anthropologically, was not always reconcilable in the moment. I gradually
accepted that sometimes my attention needed to be solely focused on my work role and
reflections needed to be deferred. After meetings were finished, I wrote down what I could
remember from the event. I managed through this difficulty as best I could through daily
reflection on the day’s events and re-examination of my field notes, and through documenting
my involvements as part of my ongoing reflexive practice in the field.
Somewhat unexpectedly at the time, but now predictable in hindsight; I found that the notes I
took while ‘doing work’ also contained research insights and could merge with, and augment,
my field notes. Containing detailed work practices, these harnessed my participant-observer
engagements with the team and their work, and consequently my participation became
generatively tied to the analytical insights arising out of the research.
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PART B:

A SERIES OF EVIDENCE
ENTANGLEMENTS

In Part B I describe my fieldwork experiences and observations. Presented as ethnographic
case studies, I have arranged these in chronological sequence with each revolving around my
interactions with a team in the branch and their respective manager. The aim of the case
studies is to offer a detailed sketch of the mundane activities that occurred in each project
through fine-grained description and exploration of social processes and cultural forms
connected to actors’ interactions with research and evidence.
Individually, these portray a discrete work project from my vantage point, narrated around my
encounters with staff within the corridors and meeting rooms of the office, through
conversations and discussions, and in written dialogue within emails and documents
connected to these projects. Chapter 4 contains three interconnected case studies, with
Chapters 5 and 6 holding a single one each.
While diverse types and forms of case study exist, this way of representing and consolidating
field data has long been an anthropological mainstay (Evens & Handelman 2006b). Originating
within the Manchester School (Gluckman 1940), the ‘extended case study’ and ‘situational
analysis’ (Burawoy 1998; van Velsen 1967) are examples that have been pivotal and enduring
within this tradition.
Mitchell highlights how the conceptualisation of a case study relates to theory formation,
suggesting a base understanding of a case study refers to “basic descriptive material an
observer has assembled by whatever means available about some particular phenomenon or
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set of events”, but suggests this is not sufficient (2006, p. 26). While I have not taken one
approach to case studies in entirety, I draw from his preferred option of the case study as “the
documentation of some particular phenomenon or set of events which has been assembled
with the explicit end in view of drawing theoretical conclusions from it" (Mitchell 2006).
Consequently, I present my narratives as an emergent and purposeful collection of micro-level
observations of events arranged and connected through people, their activities and artefacts. I
do not focus on the normative realm, or attempt to slave out a total social morphology—these
are pursuits that received criticism under structural functionalism from where the Manchester
School sprung. Instead I focus simply on the actions and interactions of individuals within their
embedded and situated social frame (Evens & Handelman 2006a).
I attempt to tread a line between a faithful relay of the concrete detail of what staff ‘do’ and
use “apt illustrations” in accordance with this (Gluckman 1961); with the higher-range purpose
to draw together themes that would elucidate an analysis of cultural forms of practice. I weave
side-narratives into these stories as reminder that qualities of order, structure and coherence
have been superimposed through writing to aid in presenting fruitful observations—and I
adorn descriptions with reflections and emerging interpretations to co-locate the beginning
sense-making process with details from the field.
In keeping with this idea of a case study as purposely constructed by the author, I describe
briefly how the case studies emerged, giving the empirical heart of this study a conceptual and
methodological genesis.
My first clues for unlocking access to this workplace come to me during the early afternoon
of my first day. I sit at my desk and peer through the notes I made earlier in the day, looking
for inspiration now that I had arrived, but no clear course of action had materialised. During
discussions with the Branch Manager leading up to my entry, I had hoped that I would be
able to shadow his movements throughout the course of the day. This would have given me
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a default structure and purpose to my day; and a justification to be present in, and
alongside, encounters where work is discussed and actioned. After our initial meeting
earlier this morning, and in observing his ghost-like manoeuvres in and around the work
floor, I have accepted that this aspiration would not eventuate. Being dispersed all around
the floor, that I will have casual encounters with my new colleagues has also faded. With
the sobering memory of my first branch meeting still fresh in my mind, I realise that fitting
into the workings of the branch would not be automatic. I need to urgently concoct a
strategy to connect with the staff in the branch and position myself to contribute to their
work.
Using all I have available to me at this early point, I assemble the notes from my book as
pieces of a puzzle to devise a plan that succeeds to cement the course of my engagement.
This unfolds into a series of entanglements that feature research and evidence alongside,
and intermixed, with team policy processes.
My first two clues had come to me via the Executive Assistant as she settled me into all the
practical matters of starting work in the branch. In the course of relaying snippets of
information about the rhythms and structures that govern it, amidst hints about what work
is done in the branch, she informs me that my first priority should be to meet the section
heads in the branch who each lead a team of staff and program of work. Secondly, she tells
me that the branch manages a number of evaluations at various stages of progress. Lastly,
her instruction that I should attend a branch meeting scheduled this afternoon.
With no obvious connection initially, these three pieces of information lead me to
formulate a plan that facilitates my gradual integration into the branch and its work
processes. With the knowledge that I would need to work at becoming a contributing
member of the branch, and that the branch has a considerable workload in evaluation—I
gain a resolve to initiate contact with the section managers. I immediately draft an email
with a general introduction about myself and a plea to meet with each of them to discuss
their work program and explore opportunities for me to assist.
Promptly I receive two responses and arrange to meet each section manager separately the
next day. The manager of the Amber team is quick off the mark, having a staff member
leaving soon; and I embark on three interconnected engagements with her team (Chapter
4) that span my entire fieldwork period. These are situated around managing the early
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stages of an evaluation (Chapter 4.1), a policy analysis project (Chapter 4.2) and a data
analysis project (Chapter 4.3).
The second section manager who contacts me is the manager of the Coral team, and we
also arrange to meet. Her motivation is less clear, perhaps she feels a professional duty to
reach out, rather than a need for assistance. Working with her team becomes my final
involvement, commencing in the second half of my fieldwork period as I gain formal ties to
her team. I work with her team on a policy mapping project (Chapter 6).
Responses from the remaining three managers take longer to arrive—and with two I have
no specific involvement. After a casual encounter one morning with the section manager of
the Beryl team, she facilitates an engagement for me with her team which I commence six
weeks into the fieldwork to assist the team manage the final stages of an evaluation
(Chapter 5).
When I transition to Part C, the case studies will form the bedrock upon which I employ
Spradley’s ‘three fundamental aspects of human experience’ (1980, p. 5) introduced early. This
begins an explicit unpicking of what staff ‘do’, ‘know’ and ‘use/make’ for a consolidated
account of what is “learned and shared by members of some group…cultural behaviour,
cultural knowledge, and cultural artifacts”—or otherwise, the ‘cultural’ expression of research
and evidence in policy work. As backdrop, keeping in mind always the rhetorical question that
has permeated through this study, expressed already in Chapter 2:
How can one know how research is used in the policy setting, its meaning or relationship
to policy making, without exploring and positioning this in terms of what policy workers
do?
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CHAPTER 4

AN UNCERTAIN INVESTMENT
CASE STUDY A – AMBER

I encounter the Amber policy team as they prepare to receive a ‘deliverable’, or evaluation
report, from a commissioned academic connected to a program that the branch supports and
funds. While still in its infancy, the expected report is designed to provide the first detailed
glimpse for how the academics propose to conduct the evaluation. Although the evaluation is
the central activity, two additional projects become bound to this story which I present
separately and according to their own chronology. Accordingly, this chapter contains three
case studies that are connected and interlinking in nature.
As this narrative unfolds, the Section Manager of the team and her staff John, Alice and Sally,
feature in leading and coordinating activities across the projects. A relationship among the
three projects emerges, allowing staff to build and harness expertise and capability in the
substantive content of the policy area. Through this, I build a picture of the policy work that
the team engages in, the actions they take to ensure that the commissioned evaluation would
produce useful evidence and knowledge for their work—and how this work feeds into
preparation for future changes to allocating funding under a program that the department
supports and administers.
Underlying this is an uncertainty, or lack of confidence, in the ‘investment’ provided to this
policy sector and its value; and how the increasingly important priority to demonstrate
outcomes resulting from service provision drives the team’s efforts to anticipate and manage
upcoming change or reform to the policy and program.
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4.1

Building the evidence base

Entrée to the team
I am still sitting at my desk towards the end of this first day when the email from the
Section Manager comes in. Relief immediately washes over me as I read the contents and
recognise its potential to pave my entry. The email is short, yet unmistakable, in its
message; saying that she would like to meet with me to discuss my possible involvement
with her team.
We come together the next day at 2pm and walk through the office to the open space I am
already acquainted with from yesterday’s branch meeting. She speaks quickly and
animatedly, telling me about the various projects that her team are working on; and I hope
that my nervous anticipation does not shine through my carefully curated and nonchalant
demeanour. A staff member of hers, who is located interstate, will join our meeting via her
mobile phone. After some initial fumbling to get a good signal, we extend our greetings to
him through the speaker. The conversation quickly narrows to talk about an evaluation that
the team have commissioned. A first deliverable—in this case, an evaluation plan—is
scheduled to arrive in the coming four to six weeks. One of her staff, Alice, manages this
evaluation, and the Section Manager enquires whether I would like to assist her. Initially
this would be to help assess this document to make sure that the design proposed by the
evaluator meets requirements and will provide useful information. I readily agree to join,
happy to sink my teeth into this promising endeavour.
We talk further about the broader context to the evaluation which involves a team of
commissioned academics undertaking a suite of capacity building activities with a small
number of organisations that deliver services to clients with complex needs. The research
component of the evaluation aims to measure the effect of this capacity building on the
service organisations’ capability to collect and utilise client data, and to generate evidence
for how their activities and models of delivery lead to improved outcomes for clients.
My interest is piqued when she mentions that there are varying views on the “value of the
investment” in this policy area—or in colloquial terms, whether this spending represents
“bang for buck”. I take in this phrase uneasily, realising that while it perhaps resonates with
the sometimes-gritty underbelly to policy work, I feel a little surprised to hear directly that
that uncertainty has some role in framing the evaluation. She names a five-figure annual
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dollar spend on this program; this impresses upon me a sense of the size and value of this
“investment” that is disbursed through national budget processes and mediated by this
department. My antenna tells me that there is much at stake in this evaluation.
Satisfied that this closes the present part of the discussion, the Section Manager moves on
to emphasise that part of the work that they do is building the evidence base for the
programs that the department funds. She hopes the evaluation will track improvements in
client outcomes, and provide evidence on how holistic and integrated service models
contribute to outcomes beyond the delivery of services to clients served by the
department’s programs. She mentions a specific component for which there is little
evidence, referring to this as ‘post support’. This service takes place after the initial support
is received and helps connect clients with other services, especially where client needs are
complex or multifaceted. Anecdotal accounts suggest that ‘post support’ is vital to the
client’s experience and to improving outcomes. Presently, however, this is not well
resourced under current funding models, and the service organisations struggle to deliver
this within their existing staffing and funding levels.
As we run through the high-level nuts and bolts of the evaluation, the Section Manager
urges me to familiarise myself with relevant documentation so far. Some background
research has previously been completed and the evaluation agreement has already been
signed by the department and the academics. This document lays out all the contractual
requirements; specifying the timelines, deliverables and milestone payments, with a
summary of the schedule of work that has been agreed between both parties. That the
evaluation is just getting started means I will have an opportunity to observe the evaluation
through this formative stage. She promises to put me in contact with Alice who will be able
to give me further information and guidance with the everyday involvements on this
project.
To finish the discussion, the Section Manager alludes briefly to other involvements of her
team within this policy area. A national-level framework is being prepared by another
department that will mandate overarching principles for these services. Her team are
observers to the steering committee guiding this process, but as the work associated with
the committee is irregular, she promises to send on anything that comes through for me to
take note of, but in the first instance to concentrate on the evaluation.
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We farewell the staff member on the phone who has been listening patiently, but not
actively involved in the conversation. The Section Manager confirms to me that he will be
leaving the department, and accordingly, I realise that this conversation had been partly to
relieve him from further involvement. Alice is taking over this work, but as the team is still
understaffed, there is a small hope that I will lessen the team’s workload.
An unexpected meeting
Sitting at my desk a few days later, I am pleasantly surprised when the Section Manager,
and another person I have not met, wander past and ask me to join their meeting. I sense
their discussion was already in progress and they had spontaneously decided to include me.
Perhaps my strategy to sit in a visible position on the floor, adjacent to the main walkway
down the office, had been helpful. I welcome this interlude from my solitude and readily
agree to go with them to see what was on their minds. As we walk together through the
office in search of a meeting space, the Section Manager introduces me to John, and we
engage in small chit-chat in walking to our destination. When the conversation switches to
work, I am briefly puzzled by how he is connected to the evaluation, only learning later that
he is Alice’s supervisor. Settling into conversation, the Section Manager takes the quiet role
as John fills me in further on the finer details of the evaluation. She jumps in only to
emphasise or expand on the discussion.
Some details that John delves into I have read already in the documentation, but this
reiteration is nonetheless reassuring. He mentions the evaluation reports the department
expects to receive, pointing out their sequence and timing, and summarises where work
with the academic evaluators is up to. He also brings up the subject of ‘post support’, and I
nod in agreement and implicit understanding that I should keep an eye on this. John seems
to have a good understanding of the different aspects of the program that the department
funds and that the evaluation project addresses. He divulges details about the client needs,
the delivery models and the service organisations under the broader sector landscape. He
names the different services and where they are located, providing details about their
treatment specialisation clusters. This display of knowledge about the organisations within
his policy area makes me wonder what kind of involvement he has had that has allowed
him to develop this comprehensive mental map.
To my surprise, John switches the conversation abruptly to other matters. Since the first
evaluation deliverable is not expected just yet, he would like me to start work on something
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else. I soon get a feeling that this additional project may have been the impetus for the
meeting, and going over the evaluation was just a warm-up to introducing this other work.
See further: Chapter 4.2.
Anticipating the evaluation plan
That evening I receive word from Alice via email, and we arrange to meet next week. In
preparing for our first discussion, I add the topic of ‘post support’ to my list of discussion
points, hoping to receive further clarification from her of its practical significance. Not
knowing each other’s appearance or having fixed places to sit, I make contact with Alice
through an ‘instant messenger’ tool shortly before the meeting time to share my desk
location. As she arrives at my desk our eyes lock in confirmation that we have each found
the right person, and she apologises that she has to keep the meeting short due to other
pressing matters to attend to. Enquiring if it would be okay just to sit at my workstation,
rather than find a meeting room, she pulls up a chair beside me. Despite her lack of time,
she reiterates she would still like to connect about the evaluation without further delay.
Although appearing a little rushed, Alice is welcoming to me and seems grateful to share
the work associated with the evaluation. She speaks with a confident and direct manner,
and as we get to know each other better, I learn more about her working background and
can place this previous career against her pragmatic results-oriented approach to work. We
discuss how I can best contribute to managing the evaluation, and she agrees that it would
be helpful for me to assess the first deliverable when it comes in; in particular to write onepage of comments noting the strengths and weaknesses of the report. This relates to the
need to document the team’s assessment of the report to enable the contractually
specified payment to be made to evaluators at each milestone for work delivered. As the
evaluation is guided by an advisory group comprised by the commissioned academics and
representatives from the service organisations taking part in the evaluation, she enquires if
I would like to also join her as an observer to these meetings—to which I happily agree. As
the last item to discuss, I raise the issue of the ‘post support’ measure in the evaluation,
mentioning that both the Section Manager and John have flagged this with me already.
While she understands the term, its particular significance is not known to her—and she
adds that she has herself only recently come on board with the evaluation. She promises to
seek further clarification from John before going on her way again; and we promise to keep
in touch while waiting for the report to arrive.
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I immediately get a sense that this evaluation has come on top of Alice’s other work. We
meet from time to time, sometimes she appears unannounced at my desk to ask me a
question about something that has just occurred to her. While she has worked on
evaluations before, she tells me that this particular one falls outside the scope of her
experiences. The documentation does not resemble previous projects she has worked on,
meaning that having someone else to help make sense of it is helpful. Alice has some
reservations about her own skills to understand the complexities of the evaluation
methodology and the research concepts bound to it—including a fear that this will affect
her ability to manage the project well. Our interactions come to revolve around her asking
my advice about technical or methodological aspects of the evaluation, and she looks to me
for confirmation of her own understanding. I find her ability to grasp research concepts well
developed, and she first looks to independently find the understanding she needs through
other means; but I become an extra resource she can draw on. Alice qualifies her
reservations about the evaluation, mentioning that no particular issues are anticipated as
the department was happy with the work completed previously by the same team of
evaluators. However, due diligence needs to be taken to assess each deliverable and
document this process, and to make sure that it meets the criteria specified in the
evaluation contract.
We soon receive clarification from John via email about the ‘post support’ measure. As
explanation he offers:
The aim for use from the programme side is to get a sense of the extent to which we
could seek to mandate such measures within KPIs in the future. Noting that at present
all we have mandated is a simple objective KPI of the number of clients that have
[met the service objective].
Somehow this clarification is of limited comfort to me, as if hidden messages are lurking
amongst the terminology of mandates, KPIs and program objectives. I am unable to
precisely grasp the connections between ‘key performance indicators’ and this idea of ‘post
support’—or its relevance to program objectives and criteria, or desired future actions. I
feel that I would need to know much more about how these different elements interact to
understand its significance in the evaluation.
Only with hindsight do I arrive at an interpretation that makes sense in the midst of the
evaluation; that John hopes evidence would be generated to enable a better understanding
of how ‘post support’ contributes to, or supports, client outcomes—and to explore the
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potential for collecting data on this measure routinely into the future. It is important to
note that this evidence does not currently exist, and the data already collected as part of
monitoring service performance against program funding, does not illuminate this. I come
to understand the hope that the evaluation will demonstrate a way to transition from the
measurement of inputs and outputs of service delivery, to demonstrating what positive
impacts have been achieved. This points to two issues that appear fixed—the data they
currently have access to is unable to inform the department’s understanding of the service
outcomes achieved; but while ‘post support’ may be instrumental in achieving these
outcomes, because ‘post support’ activities are not explicitly funded, its impacts are
currently invisible in routine collections. The policy dilemma remains how to attract funding
for a model of service that includes ‘post support’, but for which no evidence on positive
outcomes exists.
In between managing the documentation related to the evaluation are a series of planned
meetings of the advisory group to which the department has observer status. The first
meeting Alice and I attend via teleconference, sitting together in a small meeting room on
our floor at a single long table that stretches from wall to wall. It feels more like an
enclosed workstation than a meeting room, but it is one of the few rooms with a phone
connection. This event gets off to a rocky start with the academic who will be facilitating
the meeting, running late due to a delayed flight. He contacts us by email to say that he is
still in transit to the venue, and the commencement time will need to be pushed back. The
meeting time gets progressively revised as he inches closer through traffic towards the
meeting venue. At the newly allotted time, Alice and I connect to the conference call—only
to find that the meeting had already begun. We scramble through the agenda to pinpoint
which item is being discussed; and we listen through the phone speaker, straining to
distinguish or identify the different voices on the other end of the line.
Much of the conversation we hear on this first occasion appears fairly routine, although we
do get a first-hand account of the service environment the organisations work under; a
sense of their challenges and priorities, and hear in more detail about the service models
that underpin how they deliver services to clients. At the same time, the meeting allows us
to start forming a judgement about how the evaluation is progressing as a collaborative and
participatory process between academics and the organisations, and to get a sense of the
relationship between the organisations and to what extent they appear to be united in
pursing shared goals and objectives in the evaluation. The meeting continues for most of
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the day, and after it wraps up, we conclude that although it was useful to be part of—to be
meaningfully present at the other end of a teleconference line is difficult. We decide that
for the next meeting we would make a business case to the Section Manager that it is
sufficiently important to attend in person.
In waiting to receive the deliverables, I get on with other work that has come my way with
the other teams. Slowly I am becoming more familiar with the rhythm of the office;
knowing which meetings occur, when and how often, as well as who is involved and where
they are held. The far reaches and corners of the office are no longer dark or mysterious,
but have become just another nook to settle into for concentrated screen work. I still notice
the partially assembled puzzle stationed on a table outside the lifts, but this no longer
draws my attention as usual. The emails and announcements that I glance over in my inbox
now have a predictable form and content; alerting staff to upcoming parking ballots,
announcing new literature held by the library, and inviting staff presence at scheduled
seminars and workshops. Some emails, despite their specific intention, I now regard as
routine correspondence that can be skimmed over; such as which wording is now approved
to use in drafting ministerial briefs, and herewith, previous correspondence about this
matter is outdated.
My office days are often jam-packed with meetings, and from home I progress written work
and respond to correspondence to facilitate the next round of conversations and meetings.
Connecting to meetings remotely is often fraught with difficulties, especially the larger staff
forums when the microphone picks up a limited range of sounds, or the technology fails
outright. Even when this works brilliantly, some parts of the office are notorious black spots
for both wireless internet and mobile signals. This grand and modern multi-activity
workspace is not without its problems in keeping staff connected to each other and focused
on the task. Yet I slowly become immersed within the Amber team, and develop a sense of
belonging through my engagements. The status I gain is comparable to honorary member,
and I join the regular team meetings and am invited to give updates there about my work
progress.
The revised deliverable
Soon enough, the much-anticipated evaluation deliverable lands. I am curious about the
report and its contents and make an immediate start on assessing this. Alice and I catch-up
by phone to exchange our initial thoughts about the document and to devise feedback for
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John and the Section Manager in our meeting with them next week. This initial enthusiasm,
unfortunately, soon makes way for disappointment. We each tentatively unpick each
other’s reaction to the document, wondering if our assessments are aligned; eventually
realising that had we both found it confusing and difficult to read. The report is convoluted,
being heavily overloaded on details; and it is hard to discern exactly what the evaluators
have proposed, and how they plan to execute it. It is reassuring that we both agree on this
initial assessment, meaning that the issue does not appear to lie with our inability to
comprehend academic description, or a failure to see its application to policy concerns. In
trying to match the evaluation requirements with proposed actions and activities, we
conclude that this task is unfeasible and decide to raise this in our upcoming meeting to
seek advice on what to do next.
Again, to our relief, it is instantly clear that no convincing about the poor quality of the
report would be necessary. John and the Section Manager had also seen the document, so
our concerns come as no surprise. Collectively we run through the main points
communicated in the report, hoping that together we can make better sense of the
document—but this proves too hopeful. Since proceeding without resolution is not an
option, there is no alternative to providing this feedback to the academics and ask them to
revise their work. Alice and I seek guidance about communicating the issues constructively;
such as should we raise all our points straight away or prioritise the biggest concerns, and
how to provide feedback in a way that will not be received as “micro-managing” or
encroaching on the process. Alice takes notes throughout the meeting and commits to
putting all our feedback together to send to the academics. Before doing this, she checks
the text with all of us to make sure it is complete and has the right tone. This email also
invites the academics to meet with us and discuss the issues further.
To our dismay and puzzlement, we receive no immediate reply to our feedback and request
to meet. Perhaps as the holiday season is fast approaching—but looking back, this was the
first signal that a significant misunderstanding was brewing; and the process that follows
does not proceed smoothly or as hoped and expected. Alice and I touch base with John a
couple of weeks later as our concerns build about their lack of reply. In talking this through,
John emphasises the importance of working to minimise delay in the evaluation and
concludes that enough time has passed for us to responsibly send a “chase-up email”. This
correspondence should be encouraging in tone, and offer that we are available to discuss
anything or answer any questions, emphasising that we look forward to their reply. Alice
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sends this out and now gains a fast response and explanation for the delay—the academics
had been overloaded, but they extend their assurance to get back to us directly after the
holidays.
The timing of this response arrives as promised, yet we receive the information again with
dismay. The anticipated response to our comments has been written in a document and
attached to an email. While a formal reaction to each query has been provided, for most
points, this is no more than a reference to a page number in the report already supplied. As
our concerns with the report were primarily about the incomprehensibility of the writing in
understanding the proposed evaluation process, this is not the hoped-for clarification; nor
does it provide a constructive basis for a conversation about the lack of alignment between
our expectations and what was delivered in the report. Bearing a heavy disappointment, we
now recognise it is time to escalate the matter.
Bringing in reinforcements
Throughout the evaluation responsibility for managing and monitoring the process is not
entirely placed upon the policy teams. The department has a dedicated team whose
purpose is to assist with evaluation, research and data needs. Part of standard procedures
for this team is to review evaluation reports, and in general their role is to help policy areas
to navigate through the institutional requirements for managing evaluation projects and to
help them to think through the purpose of evaluating their program or policy, and how to
get the most out of doing this. Given recent developments, it is now time for their closer
involvement, and we schedule a meeting to discuss.
By this time, I had already met with some members of this team regarding other
evaluations in the branch; and have had an introductory discussion to hear about their
priorities and how they operate. I am familiar with the processes they work by to make sure
that commissioned and contracted evaluation and research projects are successful. Similar
to policy teams, this team have performance indicators they work under, or ‘outcome
areas’, related specifically to evaluation and research activity in the department. But due to
high workload and regular peaks, they must manage their involvement across the
department and target their efforts to where they can have most impact. Consequently,
they prioritise their support according to a rating system. Where assessed that a “lighttouch” approach only is needed, this signals an evaluation is on track and only minimal help
is required. In this situation, only standard tasks such as checking and assessing evaluation
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documents will be conducted, and monitoring against organisational processes and
procedures. Some evaluations are assessed as requiring a higher tier of support, and
through this “triage” process a “hands-on” approach can be activated. Here, intense effort
is needed, either because of risks to sustaining progress, or where the eventual findings are
considered of extra importance or gravity. These ratings, however, are not fixed; but may
shift over time in response to issues that emerge or subsequently dissipate and disappear
from view.
We gather together in one of the more conventional meeting rooms on the floor the policy
branch normally occupies. My previous meetings with the evaluations team had been held
in a venue on ‘their’ floor. By comparison, the location of the gathering today feels like
home territory, and two staff from the evaluations team join with Alice and I, with the
Section Manager present for a portion of the discussion. Although we are grateful to have
support from this team, having to draw them in feels a little like we have been unable to
manage our own affairs. I am aware of recent efforts to build collegial relationships
between this area and policy teams, but whispers tell of residual tension and
misunderstanding. Alice and I had prepared together beforehand to determine what we
wanted to communicate, and she did not communicate with me any concerns. Others in
the branch have alluded to rumours that the evaluations team have control over which
evaluations are funded, or that they are involved in compliance matters. From my position,
I feel comfortable with this meeting already knowing something of how the team operate
and their responsibilities; that they bring an advisory and supportive role to evaluations and
have no mandate to make decisions about how evaluation dollars are spent, or to monitor
policy areas for performance in their handling of evaluation. I regard this meeting as an
opportunity to draw on the experience and knowledge they have gained from their work
across the department, and to benefit from their specific expertise in evaluation process
and methodology. Although, I do feel a little divided and complicit having built a level of
allegiance with both teams, and I am not entirely sure which side of the table I should sit.
The origins of our troubles with the evaluation start to become apparent in this meeting. I
had not been aware that the evaluation possessed features right from the start that meant
it was placed in a higher category tier, requiring close scrutiny and a ‘hands-on’ approach.
These reasons went beyond the current developments, but stemmed from the underlying
premise of the evaluation to establish whether the department’s investment in the funded
program is generating commensurate impacts. Furthermore, as I learn more about the
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history of the evaluation, I hear that it had been challenging to gain internal funding, with
members of the team having needed to vouch strongly for the department to prioritise this.
One member of the evaluations team is new to the role, so the meeting starts with setting
some parameters around the relationship between each area. Conversation opens with a
general discussion about the purpose of the evaluation and what to expect from evaluation
reports at different points along the process. We talk about the specific ways that the team
will be able to help us, such as to assess the robustness of the methodology. This
information helps to put in context the product we received from the evaluators and how
to regard it. In exploring the difficulties so far, the team confirm that our concerns are valid,
and that it is “important to spend the time now making sure we get it right”. They
emphasise that there should be a “clear line of sight” through the evaluation report
received to the contract that specifies the agreed objectives of the evaluation. These should
be consistent, and “if you can’t see it, we should be concerned”. We ponder why the
evaluators did not explicitly describe the research in terms that relate back to the
contractual requirements, and in doing so the evaluations team convey their position
further. Possibly differences in “culture” are at play, “they are researchers, not evaluators…
(they have) different priorities…they don’t have the skills to think about it in this way” is
offered. The contracted team are university academics, not professional or consultant
evaluators, and perhaps they have approached this deliverable as a “tick and flick”
exercise—in which case we need to reiterate the purpose of the evaluation back them. The
severity of the unfolding situation seems to fit this “hands-on” approach that is now further
escalating into a “high priority” classification. At least this brings eligibility for the
evaluations team to spend a “few more sessions on it”. The meeting ends with an agreed
strategy to get the evaluation back on track, to provide written comments back to the
academics and reiterate the request to set up a meeting. Alice and I emerge from the
meeting feeling reassured that it is appropriate to have concerns, and that it is worth
working at this issue until it can be solved.
Through my experiences with other evaluations in the branch, I come to see this situation
as an exception, and not the rule. Mostly, evaluation projects run their course without
experiencing significant difficulty, or needing sustained effort to keep them on track. While
I partly agreed with the speculation in the meeting on the reasons that academic evaluators
may find it difficult to meet departmental expectations, I come to see that
miscommunication can also play a significant role. Only once we have the evaluation
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running smoothly again does the nature of this miscommunication become apparent—and
a realisation that feelings of misunderstanding are not one-sided.
As the holiday period concludes, without announcement the revised evaluation report
lands. Perhaps the earlier email and attachment were just a prelude to this next step, but
not the main communication. This action spurs the next iteration of assessments by the
team to check and flag issues, and draft new questions and queries. Again, Alice and I work
to understand the evaluation design by carefully reviewing the theory of change that
underpins the design, and by looking for coherence across its multiple phases. Despite the
changes made since the previous version, the design is still complicated, and reading the
text requires a high level of assumed academic knowledge. For instance, the design
combines three different categories of evaluation, multiple evaluation theories, proposes
both qualitative and quantitative data collections—all underpinned by an overall
participatory design aimed at quality improvement through standardisation of data
collection by service organisations. It is still challenging to understand exactly what is being
proposed, how it will be executed, and the rationale that brings the project together. Alice
undertakes her own assessment, shooting me emails to ask my advice and to double check
her understanding of concepts and terminology she encounters.
Alice and I meet again with the evaluations team a week later to hear their assessment. The
team go through the report, line by line, offering practical suggestions and strategies about
how the evaluators could restructure the document and reorder the content—such as to
introduce new headings and break up dense sections of text, as this would make the
document easier to understand if read without prior knowledge of the evaluation. Despite
sending the revised document, the academics still had not accepted Alice’s invitation to
meet. While the report has shown definite improvement, the urgent need to transition our
interactions into a person-to-person conversation has not dissipated. To our relief, not long
afterwards, Alice is able to schedule a long-anticipated conference-call meeting for the next
week.
The resolution
Alice, John, the Section Manager and I gather in a spacious meeting room, along with one
member of the evaluations team. We connect with the academic via conference call and
Alice initially takes the lead by thanking him for joining us, then introduces everyone sitting
around the table. She quickly prefaces the conversation by saying that we are interested in
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his thoughts, especially since she does not have an academic background. I get a feeling
that her intention is to avoid the conversation beginning on a critical note, and to
emphasise that we do not wish to question their academic credentials—subtly implying this
expertise difference could be a reason we have been unable to understand the report. In
following Alice’s lead, the academic returns with a similar conciliatory comment, that “what
makes sense to me is unlikely to make sense to others”, and that “feedback is helpful”. A
willingness to be receptive to each other’s views frames the conversation from the outset,
and the tension palpable at commencement starts to recede.
At this point the Section Manager pipes up, perhaps feeling reassured that mutual dialogue
has begun. She states plainly that she finds the report “difficult to digest” and that it would
be handy for them to “try and think of the perspective of the lay person…(to) make sure it’s
accessible to everyone”. The tone she takes deviates from Alice’s careful toeing, and
although to my ears seems quite direct, it succeeds in directing conversation towards the
core of the issues, producing an immediate effect. The academic concedes that he can go
back over the report and present the information in a way that does not “take the meaning
for granted”. In adding to the general point being made, Alice requests specific feedback
that could be implemented, stating that it would be helpful to have the “policy questions
clearer and more upfront”.
Until this point the academic had been reasonably quiet; not contributing much beyond
closed-ended responses. Perhaps biding his time to see where the conversation will lead. A
shift starts to occur, marked by him asking whether he could ask a few questions himself, as
there were things that he did not understand. He begins by querying language we had used
in our feedback, “when you say impact, is this on client outcomes, (through) services
provided to the clients?”. This comment suggests that the locus of impact had been unclear
to him, and the feedback we provided had been ambiguous. The Section Manager clarifies
this easily:
When we first looked to invest money, the question we wanted to answer – what impact are
they having on clients…are the services making a difference for the clients…When they [receive]
the service are their lives better?

This phrase “are their lives better” has come up often during conversations I have had with
the Section Manager in talking about the service organisations and the activities they
deliver. It seems to epitomise what she really wanted to know, hoped to demonstrate,
through the evaluation. Uncluttered by the technical language of ‘outcomes’ and ‘impacts’
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and ‘return on investment’, these words manage to pierce through the confusion and
communicate that the department hopes that clients gain fundamental and holistic
improvements to their lives as a result of the services funded under the program. A fruitful
discussion of the issues further dissects this idea of ‘impact’, leading to the concession by
the academic that “maybe this [purpose] hasn’t come through clear enough in the plan”,
that they have been using “different kinds of language” and in the report “some areas were
a bit ambitious, and have gone beyond the scope of the [contract]”. This constructive tone
of conversation continues with John, who has been quiet until this point, asking his own
questions including about the ‘post support’ measure and how that will be addressed in the
evaluation. We work through point-by-point what kinds of information and evidence would
be possible to generate, specifying which data sets will be available, and the academic
starts to open up about discussions he has had already with the service organisations. He
indicates some of the challenges and obstacles the evaluation will face in pursuing certain
lines of enquiry. We hear clearly and unequivocally that the ‘post support’ component will
be difficult to measure.
In making headway through what changes need to be made to the report, we gain a better
understanding of what will be measured in the evaluation and the types of findings that will
be possible to generate. It starts to become clear that these types of issues can be difficult
to communicate on paper. But in building a mutual understanding of the evaluation and
what it would be able to achieve, it is vital to build trust with the academic. In managing the
progress of the evaluation, the team need to produce accurate assessments about the
feasibility of the project, but temper their high expectations about the evidence that can be
generated. The meeting wraps up by reiterating some of the practical changes that could be
made to the evaluation document to make it clearer; like improving the structure and
layout, and ensuring that the proposed phases and activities address the agreed evaluation
questions. Alice requests that a risk management plan be included in future reports, and in
all progress updates, to which the academic agrees. Lastly, the forward timelines are
discussed. In light of preceding discussion about when outcomes data could be supplied,
delivery of a portion of this could be pushed forward and be available in six-months’ time.
This prompts an agreement to shift the due date of the first progress report forward to
coincide with the data. As a closing point, and with some trepidation, the academic
enquires about invoicing the department for the work already completed. The Section
Manager does not hesitate to agree on the basis that the revisions to the deliverable are
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forthcoming, and second milestone payment will also be possible. On this note the meeting
concludes, and as we hang up, we breathe a deep, collective, sigh of relief that the
evaluation is again on good footing.
As follow up to this meeting, Alice drafts a short email to the academic that sets out what
was agreed—and waiting for the revised report begins over again. Although dedicated
meetings on the evaluation will not be needed for a while, the team keeps in touch over
the months that follow, regularly exchanging emails about residual concerns, and Alice
provides updates at team meetings. When the revised report arrives, there is still
apprehension about its quality and whether it will now be easy to read and set out in clear,
lay terms. Predictably, the report arrives late, and is anticipated to arrive while Alice is on
annual leave which requires another member of the team to step in briefly in her place.
This time, however, we receive an email from the academic alerting us to this delay, which
is a reassuring sign that lines of communication have stayed open, and the delay poses no
significant issues.
The next obstacle
While not an equally serious disturbance, we soon encounter another obstacle in the
evaluation project. This time the feasibility of the evaluation comes under pressure,
precipitated by rumours that one of the organisations involved in the evaluation is no
longer engaging with the project. The number of organisations that would participate in the
evaluation is significant to the planned methodology, and a change to this would either
undermine the rigour of the evaluation or require a major revision. That the service
organisation has not been responding to phone calls or emails signals that their withdrawal
from the evaluation was increasingly likely. Alice immediately recognises this as a
development that needs to be managed as a risk and acted upon. To do this, yet another
full review of the evaluation document and the methodology is required to detail the
possible repercussions that a change in the number of participating services would have. As
this could have an impact on the reliability of findings, it is worth exploring whether
acceptable resolutions to the matter could be found, such as engaging an alternative
organisation. The team embarks on a fresh round of emails, phone calls and conversations
to work through all possible scenarios, and a fresh pallor of uncertainty settles on the
project for a number of weeks.
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This time, contact with the academic comes freely. He is not particularly concerned by the
rumours, citing that experiencing long pauses in communication from organisations is not
uncommon—but to allay our concern, promises to continue to make contact and find out if
there is a problem. Upon our insistence, he agrees to provide a written assessment of how
withdrawal of the organisation would affect the evaluation’s methodology. We seek
additional advice and guidance from the evaluations team while also documenting our own
assessments. As the scheduled capacity building and data improvement activities are
underpinned by collaborative and collective effort, and through the service organisations
developing shared aims and goals—the team’s concerns about whether the evaluation will
still be able to proceed are well justified.
Just as the team finish devising and documenting possible scenarios, we receive word from
the academic that the organisation has now been in touch and the CEO has accepted an
invitation to attend the upcoming advisory group meeting. While this a positive sign that
the matter is now resolved, Alice and I decide it would be worth attending this meeting in
person, in our role as observers, to get a sense of the relationship between the academics
and the organisations and whether the organisations are genuinely engaged with the
evaluation and are prepared to see it through.
Advisory group observers
The second meeting of the advisory group is more successful than the first. As the Section
Manager had supported our attendance in person, Alice takes an early morning flight to
attend the meeting. I travel separately by train and arrange to meet her at the venue for a
coffee before proceedings begin. Predictably, her plane becomes delayed, and I spot Alice
as she exits a taxi, and we hurriedly make our way into the building just as the meeting
starts. As we walk into the room we can see participants already seated around tables that
have been arranged in a horseshoe configuration. We greet the academic and introduce
ourselves to those at the tables, and chairs are shuffled closer to make more room for us to
sit. Although the atmosphere is immediately friendly, our introduction elicits some surprise
as no one had anticipated that the department funding the evaluation would be joining.
As the day progresses there are refreshment breaks during which Alice and I have the
opportunity to chat informally with participants at the meeting. Both senior level
management staff and some workers from the service organisations are present, and
during the meeting we hear views from these two vantage points. We learn about the
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everyday, practical challenges staff face in data collection activities directly with clients who
access services, and as organisational process and priority. Although staff appreciate the
importance of collecting data, they feel that it often takes time away from the primary role
they have of delivering treatments and services to clients. From management levels, we
hear about the organisational and strategic issues that impact on data capture and the
systems to upload it, and how staffing levels affect the ability to meet their data needs.
Overall, the agenda topics throughout the day allow us to gain a comprehensive account of
where each organisation is up to on the journey of seeking improvements in their data
collection practices, and how they are using this data to improve service provision to the
benefit of clients.
We are particularly interested to observe the participation of the organisation that had
caused concern through their break in communication. After the meeting concludes, Alice
and I invite the academic to join us downstairs for coffee to talk through how it went. He
tells of feeling relieved, and how he had been nervous about the event upfront, as it was a
critical meeting to cement the participation of the organisations, gain their commitment to
engage fully with the activities, and prepare for any necessary changes to service provision.
We had all independently noted that the CEO from the organisation in question had been
one of the most vocal participants, and one of the most supportive of the need for capacity
building to be integrated into the evaluation process; and could best tell of which
procedural supports were being put into place to enable the organisation to fully
participate. Whatever had prompted the organisation’s earlier resistance was not
discernible. At this early point of time in the evaluation, Alice and I were beginning to
conclude that, collectively, the service organisations seemed satisfied with the evaluation
design and what was involved, and were engaged with the process being orchestrated by
the academics. By the candid assessment the academic had given of the success of the
event, and his willingness to communicate fears about what might have otherwise
occurred, we come away with a feeling that the team’s relationship with the academic is
now solid.
Upon returning to the office, Alice reports back to the team via email about the meeting,
writing that it was “a good opportunity to talk with the services and double-check they are
happy with everything”. In the days and weeks that follow, Alice and I have many
conversations about what we had gained from this experience. This had provided a way to
understand what issues matter to the organisations that would have a bearing on the
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objectives of the evaluation, and to check their level of enthusiasm for the activities in the
evaluation. It helped us to form a judgement about whether the evaluation is valued by the
participants and is being implemented by the academics in a participatory way, allowing for
the organisations’ genuine input into the process. From a department perspective,
attending this meeting instilled a confidence in the value of the evaluation that could not
have been gained through a written progress report from the academic. This was an
example of good risk management practice. From the reactions we received at the meeting,
and during the informal chatter with the participants and the service organisations, it was
clear that a departmental presence at this event was appreciated. It fostered a feeling that
the department was not an anonymous funder of the evaluation, but had a human face and
a genuine interest in the process and what it would achieve.
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4.2

Positioning for change

I now pick up the thread from the end of ‘An unexpected meeting’ with John when he first
talks about the evaluation and then switches topic.
Receiving task instructions
The idea of a policy or program area being an ‘investment’, and concerns about the value of
this, begins to collect further relevance. John queries my interest to work on an additional
project aimed at exploring relevant issues to how funding is allocated to the service
organisations under the program the department funds. He tells me that the allocation
method is to be reviewed, so the department needs to prepare advice to feed into this
process. This review may have scope to recommend an entirely new method for
determining allocations; and this could trigger a redistribution of funding across the
organisations, or a revision to the total funding amount available to share among the
providers.
John offers some helpful advice on getting started, proposing that I look to other
jurisdictions in Australia, and at parallel sectors and programs, to find existing approaches
to funding. While concern about the value of the investment was one stimulus for this
work, that the model is considered outdated and at odds with recent trends in ‘outcomesbased funding’, is also a factor. The current approach centres inputs and outputs as the
basis for dispersal, and is a vestige or “roll-over” of historical arrangements. Other
jurisdictions and sectors have moved already to funding models that capture and prioritise
outcomes in their allocation criteria—hence the expectation that it will be possible to find
existing approaches, and if necessary, tailor to this specific situation.
I agree to begin work on this project, and we go through the timelines for completion,
factoring in when the information needs to be available to decision-makers. As a product is
to be ready for consideration by the middle of next year, in working backwards from that
point—first a set of recommendations needs to go to the branch head, but allow enough
time for advice to work through the next management layers. Ideally, some answers would
be available before the existing set of funding agreements with the service organisations
cease in a few months. We agree to a deadline of a decent first draft before Christmas, with
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further refinement to the document to spill into the next year. John extends an offer of
regular guidance and feedback on the draft as it develops.
With that settled, we return briefly to the policy framework that is being observed by the
department. John suggests it would be helpful to familiarise myself with the issues and the
outputs generated by the steering committee to date as part of understanding where policy
is moving to over the longer term. Particularly as I will need to make sure that the funding
model work is consistent with this imminent, and overarching, framework.
The following week I receive an email from John that confirms the details from this first
meeting. This is somewhat helpful in clarifying the task:
We’d like your feedback and advice…to review available costing approaches…to arrive at an
advocated methodology from our perspective suitable to our funding remit under the
[program].

He goes on to mention that “all we’ve done is a bit of an initial search to see what’s out
there” and drops some links to webpages on government websites. One of the links refers
me to a state-based model, and John further suggests:
If you’re able to have an initial look and provide your thoughts on the approach/methodology
that would be much appreciated. Noting we haven’t reviewed it yet. We also intend to
investigate whether there’s any other approaches utilised either in other states/territories
and/or overseas.

This appears simple enough, although I am not yet sure what kinds of thoughts, feedback or
advice I am to formulate; and I am entirely uncertain what ‘our perspective’ would be and
how this would link to funding parameters. As the realisation of taking on this new project
sinks in, I feel a little unnerved to be so quickly redirected to this task from the evaluation.
The implications in terms of suppressing opportunities to work collaboratively with the
team are immediately apparent, as this would require me to mostly conduct individual
research. Even with check-in points with John along the way, this feels a disappointing
development for becoming embedded within the team.
Reviewing and refining the document
Nonetheless, I gather my resolve and begin as requested, and soon enough the first
meeting to discuss this work comes around. After arriving in the office on a Monday midmorning after my journey into town, I go straight into a meeting with John and the Section
Manager. An additional team member that I have not yet encountered, Sally, also joins as
the project as the topic touches on her own work. This first meeting is simply to touch base
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on the project, rather than formally check on progress—and I have nothing written to show
for my efforts so far. While there is no formal agenda, the conversation soon develops an
objective to position this project as part of developing an “evidence-based approach” to
funding the sector. In unravelling what this means, I take in issues and concerns related to
the policy space such as the need to achieve value for money; but also external interests
such as how this would fit with the funded organisations. Sally carefully explains how the
funding model should support effective service models, emphasising the importance of
resourcing what the organisations are striving to achieve. She qualifies this with conceding
that other factors connect to, and influence, outcomes achieved by organisations; that
service models are not solely driven or enabled by funding, but are underpinned, for
instance, by having a well-trained and qualified workforce. In turn, this requires learning
pathways for workers, an appropriate training sector, and the ability to navigate systems to
gain service accreditation. Sally poses the question of “how to weave in the status of the
workforce?” within the project and I’m not yet sure whether to take her comment as hope
that I can find some way to bring these issues to bear in my analysis, or expectation. At first
glance, I see no obvious relationship of the workforce to the funding model as the program
does not directly support staff salaries. I take this on board nonetheless as one of the issues
the team are concerned about and that ideally should feature in the discussion document.
After a short while, the Section Manager makes an apology and leaves the meeting, and
this briefly strikes me briefly as unusual. As I spend more time in meetings in the branch, I
begin to observe that section managers regularly glide in and out of meetings without so
much as a raised eyebrow. During key periods of activity, they can be seen hovering around
the work floor waiting for a signal from their phones; often in the vicinity of a closed
meeting room where they engage in low and close-quarters conversations with colleagues,
scurrying in and out of the room as the need arises. When attending routine meetings with
their team they position themselves near the door, seated lightly with one hand on their
mobile phone and their eyes scanning the corridor or office space for a sign that they are
required elsewhere—at which time they exit swiftly and deftly. I notice that this behaviour
comes as no surprise to their team. Convention dictates that their flight risk be declared at
the beginning of the meeting; and when absent from routine meetings, one of the team will
remark that the section manager may still join the meeting, with no further explanation
offered. Everyone seems to know that this means they are required elsewhere on urgent
business.
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In hearing more about the team’s aspirations for a revised funding model, I begin to
distinguish it from the current arrangement. This is described as an historic “resource-based
approach” with the division among organisations, and the total amount, set some years
earlier to an unknown formula or criteria—and this has simply been replicated over time.
As a strategic method this has obvious drawbacks, including that the funding levels may no
longer be suited to support organisations in their current service configuration, and
inequities may have arisen over time in who gets what.
As this first discussion comes to a close, we agree on the goal for me to develop a written
“pitch” to the Branch Manager in the first instance. This would enable the team to take the
results of this work to the first tier of management for support. From that point it would
need to go to the manager of the division, and then on to even more senior executives.
Exactly how this process works is not explained to me, but I do get a sense that if it is to go
any further, writing the report will require me to adopt a convincing argument and should
initially aim to garner the Branch Manager’s support for the advice and recommendations.
As I take in this sketch of how the document would move within the department and along
to the minister’s office, I imagine this like a snowball that swells as it collects new
impressions. But as I describe shortly, in reality, in crafting this document it grows only
briefly before it contracts and becomes ever more distilled and concentrated. From an
original twenty-pages, it slims down into more concise forms—and with it, gains a greater
evaluative, persuasive and strategic force.
Over the coming months, I seek out different kinds of information to help identify,
construct and support my description of the issues relevant to funding models. I source
both academic literature and government reports from across Australia and overseas; I visit
government websites to locate details of what other funding models entail and the
rationale behind their construction and operation. I take in information about different
methods for assessing which organisations should get which proportion of funding and on
what basis, encountering technical language I knew nothing about like capitations, activitybased funding and case-mix classifications. Another important consideration is how to
factor in adjustments for use in one method or a combination of methods that would allow
for assessing relative need and equity in the population, such as geographical remoteness
and socio-economic status. As my appreciation for the dynamic relationship between
funding, policy development and reporting requirements matures, I try to reflect this in my
draft.
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As I ponder further on the original suggestion from John to find a model already in
existence and adapt it; while this is all I am expected to do, increasingly I feel that this
would not be sufficient. While it would allow me to pinpoint funding principles already in
use, I would still need to analyse each model for its potential application and assess its
strengths and weaknesses. Even through a cursory search I realise that nothing already
exists that would be suited in its current state to funding this sector. The organisations that
receive funding to deliver services have unique service configurations and relationships
with clients, specialised referral pathways, and address complex and multifaceted client
needs. They also operate holistically to encompass the personal circumstances of clients
that impact on service goals and address longer-term client issues such as insecure and
overcrowded housing or caring responsibilities.
Over time my discussions with John and Sally become more focused as my understanding of
the issues deepens. Not just from understanding issues relating to the policy and program
side, but also from the position of the organisations. The synergies between the literature I
read and my exposure to the sector through helping to manage the evaluation, brings an
enhanced understanding that these organisations operate under a complex funding
landscape. I soon appreciate how the landscape is marked with intersecting and
overlapping agreements for the services that they deliver, and the practical implications of
the department not being not the sole source of funding for many of these organisations.
How funding, and the conditions attached to it, enables or inhibits services, models and
interactions with clients becomes a focal consideration for constructing scenarios for
revising the funding model. A significant part of this is the role of routinely collected service
data, such as Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) and other regular collections that are
mandated by funding arrangement to check that funds are being appropriately utilised.
John sends me information and some data tables from recent data collections to consider.
While this data is a good source of information on the inputs and outputs of service
delivery, like which service has been delivered and to how many clients; I see how it
provides little learning about how the service has resulted in positive outcomes for clients.
In understanding the value of the funding in terms of its impact on people, families and
communities, this information is a poor resource. For funders like the department, KPI data
satisfies accountability requirements and is used to as proxy to manage risks and assess
whether funds have been dispersed in accordance with requirements and guidelines. But
from the perspective of the organisations, collecting multiple and overlapping data sets
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leads to frustration, particularly when this information is not meaningful in reflecting back
on how service provision makes a difference for their clients. On this point there is
agreement—this type of data is not enlightening for the funder or for the organisations
charged with collecting it. In writing the funding report, all of this complexity begins to
reduce down into one core concern: that what is currently able to be funded under the
terms of the program is restrictive, and some activities that the organisations engage in are
crucial to their service models, but not explicitly resourced.
At this point in time, I still feel like I am operating on training wheels. I wonder how my
approach to this project compares to others with more experience to draw on. There is no
doubt that I have more time to devote to research and writing without having a suite of
other policy responsibilities to manage. I question whether the way I utilise the information
available to me may be atypical for a policy worker. My best clue comes from how John and
Sally perceive my work, and their reaction is regularly marked with surprise. While each
draft that I share elicits positive pronouncements that it meets their needs, they express
also counter sentiments that I addressed aspects they were not expecting, or did not know
were relevant. Upon receiving the first draft I receive an overall encouragement from John
that it is so far “really helpful in setting the scene, the complexities and analysis of current
models/approaches.” While I take this as positive feedback, that it is qualified with “next
steps is to discuss how to refine it”, makes it clear that further work is still needed before it
will be the product they had hoped for. I feel that their surprise stems perhaps from my
selection of information and material that I found relevant and how I used these sources to
discuss the issues. It is likely that my report is delving into disproportionate depth for the
nature of the exercise. Yet although this was not requested or required, it managed to
succeed in presenting issues in a new light. This may have helped to balance out my
overdone comprehensiveness. While I was asked simply to review available approaches,
that I analysed existing models in other jurisdictions and sectors by digging under the
surface to evaluate the components or elements that make up these different approaches,
was probably more de-constructive than John had been expecting. But it was managing to
lever unanticipated insights that were considered useful.
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Moulding to expectations
As an approach to writing the document, my efforts to mould analysis into something that
would be recognisable to the team as a policy analysis report are helped by John and Sally’s
regular review and feedback on the developing draft. Their efforts to provide me with intext comments and mark-ups, deleting and inserting wording; in conjunction with meetings
to discuss the issues and offer suggestions on my ideas, helps me to sharpen the analysis
and finesse the report. It ensures that I encompass core issues of interest, like the
workforce, and suggest adjustments to the model to accommodate equity and remoteness.
Yet some of this feedback is unexpected and prompts me to experience my own moments
of surprise. Many of the comments and insertions I receive run counter to my preconceived
notion to write at a high level of abstraction. Instead of working to generalise, reduce and
condense what I have written, many of the comments introduce additional nuance and
soften my broad statements. At times, John and Sally’s words insert fine-toothed
preciseness that helps to counter my tendency to universalise.
In my attempts to write like a public servant, I use language that I hope would be received
as clear and to the point, and consistent with communicating with confidence and
certainty. Yet the marked-up comments that I receive in the developing draft place
qualifying and clarifying words into my text. I find the words “more generally; mostly;
particularly; the majority of; in a direct sense; may be; primarily” adjoining my statements.
For instance, in writing “…the frequency or duration of programs or services is not linked
necessarily to service performance or client outcomes”; Sally inserts “necessarily” into this
sentence. Another time, I write “Maintaining the current model, with its high level of
predictability regarding yearly allocations, provides some financial certainty for providers”.
The addition of the word “some” diminishes the generality of my statement and
problematises the relationship of funding to financial stability. John takes on the tail end of
this same sentence “…provides some financial certainty for providers and enables effective
a degree of forward planning to maintain adequate resources”. He replaces my word
‘effective’ with “a degree of”. Together, these change the evaluative focus of the sentence
to suggest that providers have less financial certainty than I had intended to communicate,
and that forward planning would not be substantially improved.
In my further attempts to mould the report to expectations, I seek early guidance from
John about how many pages I should aim for—working to an that assumption that shorter
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is better. Early in the process, before reviewing my first draft, John had suggested that
“Around 10 pages would be right. That should allow a reasonable amount of detail”. I work
to this, trying to estimate what ‘reasonable detail’ would entail, and my first draft keeps
roughly to this length guidance. Admittedly, I fiddle with the document’s formatting, adjust
the header and footer down, and decrease the page margins and text size to fit my words
into a more confined template. Upon receiving an extensive review of this first draft, and
after further discussing this with John, he now supports a lengthening of the document in
recognition that much ground needs to be covered—now up to twenty pages is allowed. As
I further flesh out the issues and finish sections that were under-developed in the first
draft, this more generous format has become a necessity, not a luxury. I start to worry
about the increasing size of the document, yet this does not seem to trouble John; and I
suspect that he had planned a sequence of documents from the beginning, and this is why
he does not insist that I constrain the length of the document. John marks my second draft
with this comment:
Perhaps even a shorter one pager synopsis/summary would be useful (particularly for [the
Branch Manager]) – even as a separate doc - which draws mostly from the results paras with a
couple of contextual points (drawing from the overview and discussion).

This idea to splinter the document and replicate part of the text within a new document
helps to manage inclusion of detail, depth and complexity against maintaining a level of
brevity—and furthermore helps to provide “a quick overview of the key take-outs and
options”, as John put it. He is likely thinking about where this effort is intended to lead,
starting with a “pitch” to the Branch Manager so he is informed of the key issues and has
advice on possible ways forward.
I experiment with different ways of presenting condensed information in the document
through placing a ‘summary’ box on the first page. In the next version this morphs into a
more stylised ‘executive summary’ to summarise the longer document. Eventually, and as
the draft nears completion, we agree on the need for this separate “one pager”. The report
is now called a ‘discussion paper’ and its purpose is crystalising as a written communication
to circulate to the team and to stimulate thinking. However, as a “pitch” or discrete form of
policy advice, it needs significant reform—hence, a “one pager” appendage is unavoidable.
I struggle to limit important information to one page only—and briefly bask in achieving a
two-page document. As the project nears completion and my meetings with John and Sally
increasingly move between this project and the KPI data project (see Chapter 4.3), my
satisfaction proves short-lived. I soon receive a next request from John, casually mentioning
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that now we have a shorter version could I modify this again—now down to a oneparagraph summary.
The morphological evolution of the document began with ten-pages, increased to twentypages, went back down to a one-page—and eventually was to be a mere one-paragraph. As
I process this latest request, I register a superficial concern I have with the difficulty I would
have in achieving this, and my increasing frustration with modifying the document. Yet as I
was becoming more adept at my policy role, I should have anticipated that a more concise
format would be essential for the discussion paper, and its messages, to be used as policy
advice. The approaching end date of my fieldwork allows me an elegant excuse to decline
the invitation. In pondering my reticence to complete this request, I realise this stems
partially also from feeling ill-equipped to judge what information to emphasise, and
necessarily what to leave out. In drafting advice and recommendations on the options or
scenario for future funding within the longer paper, I suggest to John that these should be
drafted in consultation with the team, and informed by their more comprehensive
understanding of the policy domain. While I have been able to immerse in the evidence
about funding models, and combine this with learnings from the evaluation and through
exposure to the advisory group meetings, with only a partial experience in the surrounding
policy landscape, I feel my judgement is not sufficiently developed to make these decisions.
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4.3

Planning for outcomes

I commence a third and final tranche of work with the Amber team during my final few
months of fieldwork. Arising from of the funding model paper, John requests that I turn my
attention to the KPI data collected from the service organisations as part of their funding
requirements. He would like me to devise an approach to analysing this data that would tell
us something about client outcomes, rather than the more immediate measurement of
inputs and outputs such as the number of services delivered or client numbers. In his
words, to figure out “what is the data telling us, what can we learn” against the central
concern that this data set has been underutilised to date. Sally joins us again, and we meet
in John’s ‘office-for-the-day’ to discuss the requirements of this task in more detail.
While the project has been in planning for some time, only now has the timing been right to
progress it. Partly as a new set of data is expected to arrive in the coming weeks, but an
external impetus to commence this work has come through flagged changes to the data
collections that will likely result in consolidating, and potentially reducing, the data across
multiple collections. The team is concerned about what might be lost in this process that
could be of value to the department. Hence, it is now imperative to gain a better insight
into whether more could be drawn from this information source, consistent with the
broader trend to prioritise information on client outcomes into core administrative
processes in the department. To avoid further delay, and be prepared for when the new
data arrives, John suggests I begin with the data set from the previous reporting period
with a view to developing general principles of analysis that could be rolled over. Part of my
task is to synthesise these data sets with each other and find what overlap exists, and to
offer suggestions for changes to future collections and how to make this exercise more
useful for both service providers and the department.
As I am already acquainted with the broader context of the data from my other work with
the team, only a refresher in the finer points of the data collection system is needed to
begin this work. Over the coming days I receive spreadsheets with the raw data in tables,
and the instruction to work with Sally in the first instance if I have any questions. As this
work progresses, I follow a similar process to the funding model paper, connecting regularly
with John, often in conjunction with Sally, to discuss progress and receive assistance and
feedback. I soon find that all three projects I have worked on with this team have fluid
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boundaries, and conceptually these cannot be entirely cleaved apart or considered in
isolation.
As technical questions should be directed to the department’s program area, John supplies
relevant names of who to contact. From here, I learn about the practical side of how the
data is generated and supplied to the department; like frequency of collection and
reporting, when and how it is made available to the department, and the relevant data
collection platforms and interfaces. Together with the knowledge that the team held
concerns about the data quality, I know that understanding what data assurance
mechanisms are already in place is a crucial starting point to build a picture of the reliability
of the data.
While the premise of the project is that the data is currently a poor source of learning
about the impacts of services on clients, I also know from listening to the service
organisations during advisory group meetings, that many held parallel concerns. I had
already gained an understanding of how this data is generated in terms of staff members in
organisations collecting and inputting values into fields. Workers told of their struggles to
collect data, frustrations encountered in using bespoke and expensive IT systems to upload
data, and practical difficulties collecting accurate and timely data when using paper-based
versions. Moreover, the sheer volume and scale of ongoing data collections and duplication
across items was experienced as a significant burden.
The documents I receive contain substantial sets of, mostly numerical, data that is arranged
in neat, but expansive, columns over multiple tabs. In first trying to get an overall sense of
what I am dealing with, I soon find that the spreadsheet also contains data that is not of
core interest to the project, and extracting the relevant components already scales the task
down and makes it more manageable. In between the columns of numbers, I am alerted to
a field from the collection which allows the user to enter free text, or narrative, into the
reporting field. John tells me that this has been designed to capture qualitative information
such as success stories or service challenges, which is markedly different from all the other
questions in which answers are to be provided in numerical or binary form.
As I begin to review all the data, I find a concerning degree of inconsistency in how service
organisations have responded to questions. Even tallying up data columns across subsets
that contain numerical values produces errors and incorrect totals. I arrive at the view that
making accurate generalisations across the organisations about how they are faring is not
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feasible; and even comparison of input and output metrics is looking problematic. In
reviewing the answers provided under the free-text field, I come to a conclusion that is
consistent with what the team already knew—that this field is the only one capable of
providing information relevant to client outcomes, but the way it has been used makes it a
poor approximation. Some organisations have used the field to reflect on their service
provision and highlight positive achievements. For others, this was a space to justify or
clarify other data items—and often it was just left blank. I know that John and Sally are
already aware of these issues, and my analysis is simply helping to generate the evidence in
support of this knowledge. In devising an approach to the analysis of this data, I can only
offer selected insights about service utilisation and client profiles that could be used across
multiple time periods.
On my last day in the department, I conclude my involvement in this project by presenting
some key learnings and results from my analysis to a small group in the team using tables
and graphs. Still being incomplete, this work is far from offering conclusive information, yet
suggests fruitful areas to further develop. It confirms that any assertions about the data as
the basis for demonstrating positive changes or improved outcomes does not appear to be
possible. Working with the organisations to improve the quality of data within the
collections would be required, confirming that the capacity building work already in
progress with the evaluation is critical; but that any change to transition to an ‘outcomesbased’ funding system would need to develop or draw on alternative sources of data for
the foreseeable future.
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4.4

Key learnings

This narrative provided a detailed account of the research and evidence priorities of the Amber
team. It shows their efforts to both build the evidence base through evaluation and investigate
options to reform the funding system, and how the team drew from the evidence base to
become informed about relevant issues, and to construct policy papers to prepare for future
policy change.
Through close and proactive management of the evaluation process the team ensured that the
knowledge it would produce would be relevant to their policy concerns. This required both
interacting with commissioned academics to build common understandings of the purpose of
the evaluation, and attention to institutional procedures, processes and contractual
requirements.

It

highlighted

how

interactions

with

externals

can

suffer

from

miscommunication that, without action, would derail evaluation processes and the capacity to
provide useful evidence to inform policy. At times, staff drew on expertise held outside of the
policy team, but were required to delve head-first into understanding research methodology
and concepts in making assessments of the evaluation report and keeping it on track.
Staff directed, and informed, the priorities of a policy analysis project to explore underlying
issues associated with the funding model that determines allocations across service
organisations under the department’s programs. It showing how staff managed the content of
the resulting discussion paper, attended to format and length of the paper, and how this fed
into a related issue of how to make better use of routinely collected data, and increased their
understanding of the impacts of services on clients. A closer look at how documents are
collectively drafted showed also how depth and detail related to the issues was balanced with
attention to policy priorities, and outlined how the task of articulating feasible policy options
would gain management support.
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CHAPTER 5

AN EVIDENCE PARADOX
CASE STUDY B – BERYL

My second case study also follows the course of an evaluation already in progress—this time
shadowing a team that manage this process through its final months. The concurrent arrival of
an unsolicited proposal detailing further research that promises to shed new light onto the
topic explored in the evaluation, provides a glimpse into how the team weigh up and assess
the value of research and evidence. As the team inch closer to providing advice about the
value of the evaluation findings they contend with choices about whether a continuance of the
evaluation is justified, or pursuing alternative research or evaluation activities would yield
greater insights into possible other interventions that could lead to improved outcomes.
In deciding what messages to present to management they must grapple with their own
uncertainty about the best course of action, and the team deliberate on what constitutes value
for money knowing that resourcing for research and evaluation is limited. While they are
confident of the effectiveness of the intervention for improving outcomes in remote
communities, the process of determining appropriate policy actions arising from the
evaluation reveals how review and evaluation activities can also be useful for keeping
important issues on the political agenda.
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5.1

Another set of eyes

The meeting that launches my involvement with this policy team takes place about six
weeks into the fieldwork. This is a turning point for me, for although I am beginning to feel
useful, my days are not yet filled with addressing a bursting email inbox or attending backto-back meetings. I still have time to sit quietly at my desk and observe the comings and
goings around me as staff chat with co-workers, walk through the office with laptop or
beverage in hand, or simply work in solitude at their desk, pushing a mouse to and fro with
gaze fixed at the screen.
The Section Manager invites me to meet with her team as they approach an evaluation
milestone—the first draft of the final evaluation report is soon to be received from the
commissioned academic. Perhaps this invitation puts an end to my imploring emails to
assist with work in the branch, or allays curiosity about the researcher in their midst. Most
likely, it is simply useful to have another set of eyes at this point in the process as the team
prepares to make sense of the anticipated report. At the agreed meeting time, and with
laptop in hand, I arrive at the designated meeting room. By now I have attended enough
meetings to recognise the staff ritual of congregating outside the glass exterior of the room,
waiting eagerly for the previous meeting to end. One person, or even several, will crane
their head to check the electronic panel at the door as assurance that this is the correct
room and that the meeting is indeed booked at this time and location. This waiting will be
punctuated with surreptitious glances through the glass for signs that the incumbents
intend to vacate the space in accordance with the room schedule displayed.
All at once the room empties out and we shuffle inside, immediately taking a seat at the
boardroom-style table that fills the expanse of the room. There is little space left over in
the room to congregate. In any case, to remain standing would constitute an unnecessary
delay to proceedings and overstep the unstated rule to be seated promptly, and orderly
spaced, around the perimeter of the communal desk. On the wall to one side hangs an
electronic screen, but as this room is internal to the building, the only view out is through
the glass wall that overlooks the interior of the office, its corridors and plush furnishings.
For my benefit we begin with introductions, but move swiftly into proceedings. It becomes
immediately clear to me that one person of the small group of three will lead the meeting.
She opens by thanking everyone for coming and provides a quick sketch of the meeting
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purpose—to convene a working group tasked with managing the final stages of the
evaluation. This evaluation is an external and independent assessment of a long-running
program intervention aimed at improving outcomes of Indigenous residents and
communities across a geographically expansive and remote area. Over the next six months I
meet regularly with this team, although not always with the same people as staff move in
and out of the team according to their other commitments. A core membership, however,
becomes discernible, at the heart of which is Lisa who leads this first meeting. As an
instigator and the one to drive action, liaise between team members, and clarify and
allocate business arising from these meetings, Lisa takes ownership of bringing this
evaluation to fruition.
This first meeting is a little different to the ones that follow. Perhaps as I am joining for the
first time some of the background to the evaluation needs to be articulated, and a summary
of how it connects to the work of the team and the branch. Lisa fills in the timelines of the
evaluation and states what previous activity has taken place. She mentions specifically the
number of communities and sites that receive the intervention, and she paints a picture of
the longitudinal approach to collecting information and data that has structured iterative
versions of this evaluation. She highlights changes in the methodology that have been
implemented in this latest exercise, emphasising that the data may not be entirely
comparable to what has been collected in earlier periods.
The meeting today has accrued a secondary purpose in response to a topic that Lisa
introduced to me earlier by email. She had received a document from an academic that
detailed a proposal for a research project connected to the evaluation and the intervention,
but exploring new and emerging issues. This proposal needs to be discussed by the team to
explore its potential to shed new light on the intervention; whether it could address gaps in
knowledge or signal required changes to the existing activities. The proposal had been
circulated already more widely to the branch to get their feedback, requesting:
we would value any comments or views you/your team might have on the scoping proposal,
including whether you consider that some of the issues touches upon issues in your area. We
will of course also be in similar discussions with regional staff.

Lisa reiterates that the next step will be to send it further afield to the department’s
regional offices, but qualifies that first we need to develop an “umbrella response”, and the
meeting would help to inform this step. She is adamant that we need to be strategic in
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thinking about this research proposal, indicating that she is not sure of the value of it, and
whether what is described is the research that is of most use.
The meeting proceeds with a general discussion that describes the evaluation and the
service and community issues addressed by the intervention, positioning this within the
wider policy responsibilities of the team and the branch. The tone is technical and displays
the team’s accumulated knowledge about the issues and the intervention addressing them.
I readily take in information about where the issue occurs, which age groups or life stages
are normally affected, and how this profile changes over the life course. A key statistical
finding from a previous evaluation is mentioned and I scribble this down in my notes as
essential information. This finding proves that a significant statistical reduction in service
need had occurred across the geographic area; an important message to understanding the
impact and value of the intervention so far. The team hopes that the new evaluation will
show a similar reduction across the latest time period under investigation as informal
conversations with the academic indicated this potential, but data analysis is still ongoing.
The discussion meanders through other actions that target this issue, delving further into
how the intervention fits within the broader landscape of what is being done to improve
community outcomes. I hear that effective community-led and driven responses have been
instrumental to this work and sit alongside government-funded ones. The community
context in which the intervention takes place is not far from everyone’s minds, emphasising
not only the circumstances of people touched by this issue, but the complexities involved in
staging intervention. For instance, the risks involved in taking a direct service approach
which brings the potential for undesired impacts is mentioned, and how increasing the
visibility of the community issue may contribute to a normalisation of it, or may drive it
underground. This is a concern that has been fed back from within affected communities.
After a while discussion turns to the more practical details of finalising the evaluation, such
as plans for how the results from the research should be given back to the communities
who participated. The academic had already suggested to Lisa that this could be in the form
of posters and community reports, and the team debates how useful or appropriate these
mediums would be in light of what they know to be good practice in community
engagement, and in line with ethical practice in dissemination. They decide to go with the
academic’s judgement, noting some suggestions for when this should occur given the
upcoming holiday period. The report is expected to arrive in about a month, and Lisa
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enquires if I am interested in being involved by helping to check the content. She
emphasises straight away that “some massaging can be done” but no changes would be
made. This makes clear to me from the outset there is a strict line not to be crossed
between reviewing drafts, and making fundamental alterations that would interfere with
the integrity and independence of the report. The team’s role will be to help shape the
evaluation report as a written product and communication device, but not in substance.
As we turn again to the research proposal, I notice that this seems to have triggered issues
that were smouldering under the surface; pointing to the lack of reliable data upon which
to inform their work. I am not sure if my presence in the meeting and stated interests in
research and evidence, in combination with this proposal, is spurring this impetus for the
team to think upon, and articulate, some of the struggles and challenges that they have
faced regarding data and evidence. I hear that the last evaluation is the one reliable source
they have, and members of the team readily agree that new research is needed as they
crave more certainty about whether this intervention is continuing to have a positive
impact into the future.
I get a sense that Lisa is tempted by the proposal under consideration. Perhaps since it
arrived at her desk already fully formed in concept and design; or she is buoyed by a
academic’s confidence that this research is needed stemming from her respect for his
expertise. I quietly wonder whether some appeal stems from knowing that—compared to
starting from scratch with drafting tender documents, assessing and managing
submissions—the workload would be considerably lessened should they embrace this
proposal. Previous attempts to approach the market for research and evaluation in this
area of research has been fruitless, and the team already found through their efforts that
experts in this specific field of research are sparse and hard to find.
I detect, still niggling, doubts about the capacity of more research to point to other
effective interventions and actions—as this, too, comes with its own challenges. Lisa
reflects on how government requirements for commissioning research embeds specific
understandings of the nature of the problem and pre-supposes potential responses.
Although increasingly these processes are collaboratively informed by community
organisations and other stakeholders, government tender documents still articulate in
more or less specific terms what is to be investigated, with research questions already
scoped and defined. This can constrain the interest, or ability, of academic researchers to
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apply through competitive tender processes in which applicants are assessed and judged on
merit against internally devised or driven criteria. Lisa is well aware that long-term
engagements with the same academic group or research institution can exclude other
experts who may could bring alternative ideas about what evidence is possible to generate,
or what research is most needed. In limiting the framing of policy questions or that arise
out of these endeavours, the links to downstream implications on scoping policy solutions
is also known.
As the weeks go by and the team return to the issue of deciding what to do with this
proposal, some further tensions surface about how valuable this research may be. Lisa had
expressed doubts from the start, and had hoped I could provide some impartial advice and
guidance based on whether the topic is comprehensive, targets the right research
questions and the design is rigorous and feasible. Other members of the team gradually
express more positive sentiments about this proposal. I witness that although the team all
agree that what is being proposed by the academic would be interesting and useful, it is
hard to account for differences of opinion within the team. Perhaps it reflects differing
perspectives on prioritisation of the proposal against what else could be done if funding
were to be obtained to commission research.
Internal allocations to fund research and evaluation projects is competitive. Funding one
piece of research may preclude another proposal down the line. A team member’s
propensity to be conservative, opportunistic, political or bold in seeking resources could
have a bearing on how valuable a research project is estimated to be. A solid business case
would need to underpin a bid for funding, and support would need to be gained at all the
points along the way. A solid justification may be enough to get across each hurdle within
the institution, but first a persuasive argument needs to be erected at the team level. On
one point everyone agrees—the cost of the proposal is high compared to the quantum of
evidence would be produced, particularly given the study focus is geographically localised.
On estimations of value for money, the team have doubts; feeling that buy-in from other
sections in the branch would give this proposal a better chance of success in securing
funding—a branch-wide proposal would be necessary. This puts into context Lisa’s efforts
to consult on the proposal, hoping to garner wider support and draw synergies across the
policy areas.
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Further discussion of this proposal reveals that this strategy of seeking wider support also
has its drawbacks. On the one hand, while applicability of the findings across other policy
areas is helpful, which would be signified through other teams supporting this; when
research or evaluation is so broad that it claims benefits across multiple domains, there is a
risk of watering down its value. During discussion of what else could be evaluated in the
section we discuss some of the other policy areas the team are involved with, and a remark
is made about evaluations that claim benefits across multiple domains. It seems that
specificity and scale are important variables in considering research generation; too narrow
says little about the general, but too broad or wide-reaching limits the credibility of positive
associations. Brad comments that although he sees value in the research proposal, his
concern is that focusing on one particular region might exclude research into more general
issues or other geographic areas. This also speaks to Lisa’s reservations about the
justification needed for continuing to fund the evaluation in its current form—but not
justification in a cost-benefit sense, but how this can be reconciled with due diligence and
moral reasoning. Balancing a generation of evidence outcomes for a small number of
individuals, but at a significant financial cost, goes beyond a strict understanding of costbenefit. Lisa suggests that this justification needs to take in more than cost comparison;
also of importance is to ensure that the intervention remains effective over time, that it
“maintains a memory” of the poor outcomes before the intervention began. In essence, so
that the minister remembers why the intervention is still important to fund. Here the dollar
value expended on the exercise pales under a secondar purpose of keeping the evaluation
on the political agenda, and it emphasises the importance of continuing to produce
evidence of the intervention’s impact even if the narrative of success does not change.
The light of this, the conversation moves towards an issue that I hear from all the teams in
the department. This causes regular exasperation, going along the lines that government
effort is still overwhelmingly occupied with addressing issues and problems after the fact;
providing services to address these needs, rather than prevention of them. This reflects a
lament held by many public sector staff that planning early intervention and taking actions
that target prevention is frequently sidelined in policy decision making—and the policy
levers available to deploy are oriented to restricting and limiting citizens, rather than
empowering or enabling. Government priorities tend to encourage, or direct, individuals to
take personal responsibility for their actions and outcomes associated with that; with the
role of government to stimulate these choices—but this is often at the expense of fostering
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inclusive and equitable societies. This understanding of public value provides not just an
overarching context to policy work, but permeates the very nature of what public sector
work frequently entails. Employing a healthy dose of cynicism is one of the few selfprotective mechanisms available to staff to beat back despondency, and to direct their
efforts to achieving what they can using the means and tools available.
As I take in this information, I wonder if sharing their concerns is a sort of therapeutic
unloading for the team. That as outside to the team, I have the ability to listen with an
impartial ear about their struggles with data and evidence in this policy space. By
articulating the challenges, perhaps they could then discern which, of the many possible
actions that could follow, is the preferred one. There is much to weigh up and Lisa is
grateful to get further advice from her team in helping formulate advice that would shape
the fate of the evaluation and the research proposal, and then to collate this with feedback
from outside the team.
Lisa recounts that they rarely have an opportunity to be strategic in determining future
research priorities. Whether this is because departmental funding is difficult to attain is
unclear, or simply the team lack the time to engage with this aspect to their work. Out of
necessity, the team must normally react to what is happening at a given point in time. The
proposal has given the team a justification to start some critical thinking about future policy
directions and to initiate conversations and consultations with colleagues and stakeholders.
This could help to broader the focus of attention and reorient the policy area that sits at a
decision crossroad. With the evaluation slowly wrapping up, questions will be asked about
whether the evaluation should continue in its current form. The team must consider
whether departmental efforts for evidence generation could be better redirected towards
conducting exploratory research, rather than continuing down an already well-worn
evaluation path. This reveals a tension between the need to demonstrate positive change,
as documented impacts and outcomes, while also feeding an appetite for thinking outside
current policy parameters and configuring what kind of evidence could drive alternative
effort.
Over the coming days Lisa collates the feedback she receives from the branch on the
research proposal and circulates this around to the team. Much of it aligns exactly to Lisa’s
request, highlighting the possible impacts for respective policy areas and the value of
understanding and exploring potential links between areas. While this meets Lisa’s

Page 139

instructions, from conversations we have at a later stage I gather that should be viewed as
routine or perfunctory responses, indicative only of lukewarm interest or support. This
research proposal does not appear to have the right scope to unite priorities for research
across teams in the branch; it does not address core information needs for other teams in
the branch. At best, it represents a horizon for good-to-know, but not need-to-know
knowledge. While this proposal does not seem to promise essential learning for future
policy development, it has been a useful catalyst to initiate some much-needed strategic
thinking about future policy directions.
I continue to work with Lisa across several policy domains and evaluation projects. She is
supportive of my research project from the first day we meet, and the welcome I receive in
this first meeting prompts me to ask her whether she would be comfortable to have the
evaluation work feature as a case study in my study. I pose this question by email directly
after the meeting and while the matter is also fresh in her mind; and am taken aback by her
quick and unequivocal response, “I am happy to share our work and love the idea of it being
a case study somewhere, so other people will hear about it as well ”. This statement
comes to characterise the values that I see her bring to her work as policy adviser and a key
member of the team; a steadfast resolution that important work is carried out in this space,
and a surety that no harm would come should others come to know the details. For her,
there is nothing here to hide.
Over the course of many discussions Lisa demonstrates her well-developed understanding
deriving from long-standing involvements administering Indigenous policy. She has spent a
number of years in the current role and has been intricately involved in the evaluation and
iterative cycles of activity surrounding the intervention. Her policy understanding extends
across the diverse geographic and socio-cultural landscape her work spans, and she applies
due diligence in her efforts. I sense that having carriage of this policy area has become a
source of pride, and that Lisa gains satisfaction in managing and steering it, solving any
bumps along the way. She works closely with members of the team, Brad in particular; and
in meetings they can be seen to bounce ideas off each other. While he displays a similarly
strong commitment to this work, by comparison this comes across as more dispassionate.
Brad projects a technical understanding and concentrates his attention on details and
context, assuming a role of being the political eyes and ears in the team. He interjects
conversations with salient questions to consider and with details about ministers and
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legislation; reminding everyone of the political context in which policy work takes place,
and the powers and pressures that are to be contended with.
Lisa retells tales from visits to remote communities where she has been able to experience
policy implementation. She speaks about observing, just for a brief while, the everyday
goings-on in these places, like shopping at a community grocery store. This simple act gives
her a poignant sense of contrast between the bright and sterile supermarkets in urban
areas which blend into their built surroundings, to remote stores as climate-controlled
havens in the midst of intense heat and an influx of microscopic red dust that covers
everything in its path. I learn that Lisa herself has children, and perhaps this helps her to
identify with families she has seen going about their business in communities, and she
intuitively understands the struggles to prosper in places where distance and remoteness
are a constant tyranny, and gaining access to essential goods and services takes
considerable effort.
Lisa is open about her motivations for working in the public sector, and pragmatic about
her involvement in contentious policy areas that are frequently subject to negative media
and expert scrutiny. During our many conversations she conveys to me her inclination to be
that person who does what is needed to secure the best outcomes possible for recipients,
and her awareness of the limited decision-making autonomy policy staff like her have
within bureaucracy. She wears this pragmatism with a degree of self-assurance, and a
steely resolve readily defines her work attitude and effort. During work meetings she
exhibits a persona that is the same as when in social events, and I conclude from this that
her work behaviour stems from a sincere concern with the impacts of her actions as public
servant, and their gravity in affecting the lives of others.
During the time I interact with Lisa she moves work positions multiple times. First to work
with another team in the branch, then further within the division to join a ‘tiger team’.
Eventually she leaves for another department altogether, and I can only guess what
precipitates these movements. From seeing other staff in the branch make similar shifts, I
assume this has something to do with the disinclination for policy staff to become ‘stuck’ to
one policy area; but to take steps to apply their knowledge and skills across a range of
areas. The kind of flexibility this fosters, and the ability to quickly come up to speed on any
topic, is valued by public sector organisations who strive to be dynamic, adaptive and
responsive. This pattern of moving positions is also associated with career progression.
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Admittedly, some of Lisa’s movements happen in concert with the branch restructure; that
perennial process of remixing staff and portfolios to create new assemblages of
consolidated effort and direction. Her move to join an advertised ‘tiger team’ illustrates a
broader propensity for bureaucratic ‘shape-shifting’; whereby individuals are released from
their substantive duties to concentrate on emerging developments as a discrete
organisational entity, but for a time-limited period. Upon conclusion, these entities collapse
back into the organisation as quickly as they had formed, and the energy that had sustained
its operation, dissipates and is reabsorbed.
Despite all these factors, I find Lisa’s decision perplexing, that she chose to move on from
the evaluation before it is finished. She transitions to another team with an obvious degree
of reluctance, perhaps bearing a weight that comes with unfinished work; and she remains
involved in the evaluation despite having new duties and responsibilities. Her retreat is
slow and gradual but does eventuate. In her emails she prefaces her continued involvement
in the work without justification. I observe an appreciation of Lisa’s dedication by her
colleagues, despite hearing an occasional joke about her not being able to let go of the
evaluation. Does Lisa simply want to see the evaluation through, or is it so difficult to
release this area from her sight, and from where her energy and focus been fixed for so
long? Perhaps Lisa feels an obligation to see this through with the academic, or to maintain
a continuity as the outward face and voice of this team.
As I meet with her for coffee away from the office on my last day of fieldwork, she
describes her leaving as “leaping from the deep-fryer into the fire” and confides that some
of her colleagues questioned the rationality of the move. Her new work area administers a
social intervention that has been immensely unpopular; receiving sustained accusations by
media and experts that government action is contrary to evidence—or even that the
evaluation findings commissioned by this department in support of the intervention, are
untrustworthy. Her explanation to me is that this kind of work will be done with, or
without, her involvement; but being there gives her a chance to nurture the positive
aspects and to try mitigate what could be harmful, even if this can only be effected in small
and unobtrusive ways. I feel an affinity with her stance, also believing that small acts are
better than none, and that over time these can compound and become tipping points for
transformative change. This idea reinforces an idea formed in discussion with a staff
member in the branch at the beginning of my fieldwork; we settle on a concept of ‘microinnovation’ as something that public servants can do to propagate and nurture small acts
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that would help mitigate negative effects of government action, while still upholding the
values and ethics of being a public sector employee.
Team review of the evaluation report
As the weeks march on, the team eagerly await the findings of the evaluation report and
are keen to delve into the details and draw out the implications for their own work. As this
period progresses, even though each meeting I attend is unique in focus, the overall
purpose is a team review of successive versions of the draft evaluation report. These
discussions aim to produce feedback to the evaluation academic to finalise the content of
the report and ensure that it meets contractual requirements. At one level this is a simple
exercise to check the written expression and structure of the document, appropriateness of
the section headings, language and wording used, or overall tone. But this is interwoven
with detailed discussion and deliberation to assess the strength and credibility of the
findings and build confidence in the report as valid and useful research evidence. Over the
course of many meetings the team concurrently discuss how the report relates to their
policy and program responsibilities and make judgements about how it could be used. This
highlights information gained through external involvements, and from events and
developments happening in political, legislative, and regulatory domains—but bring in
insights and anecdotes from ‘on the ground’; like the needs of the community, and details
of infrastructure and community projects that are in train, or have been recently
completed. Sometimes these developments are seemingly inconsequential, such as the
construction of a footpath; yet the team pick up on the significance for what it means for
increased mobility in the community, and its impact on addressing the issue. For instance,
the juxtaposition of a strip of concrete, with its seemingly unrelated connection to
community outcomes; causes some amusement in the team and instils a sense of how
mundane but material infrastructures can accrue surprising significance.
Soon after this first meeting, the team and the Section Manager schedule a phone chat with
the academic evaluator as their last catch-up before the draft report is expected. The tone
of the meeting is open and relaxed, and the academic speaks freely and at length about
where the evaluation is at. Lisa indicates that she is particularly interested in what is known
about specific communities, and at that “granular level, for our own insight”. The academic
indicates he is happy to speak to this, but with a caveat that while the quantitative
component is well advanced, the qualitative is “a more cumbersome process” and not
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complete. Some findings are however starting to emerge, and the numbers are “looking
good”, with another drop in the service need from the previous period. This is a very
welcome message for the team. The academic turns attention to briefing the team about
what can be indicated about the qualitative components, some of which may not be in the
report being more “anecdotal, hearsay or gossip” than data. The academic emphasises the
need to still sort through this material as it indicates aspects of this issue that have not
been well captured in the research. Whether these issues emerged after data collection
was completed is not known, and the academic cautions again that we need to be careful
of these claims as the evaluation researchers have only visited communities for a few days
each. Yet that there are signs of deterioration of outcomes in the communities, for instance
that the issue might extend also to younger age cohorts, and possible linkages with other
issues and trends. There is strong cause for concern, despite the anecdotal nature of this
information.
It is a truism that meetings are more than what is said within them, or a sum of who
attends. The way that people relate to one another, the dynamics of interaction, can also
reveal common goals, interests and identities. Although at each meeting the conversations
progress seamlessly, and debate is always frank, differences of opinion are always
overcome and I witness no animosity within the team. Instead, a singular stance and
purpose emerges; at times this contrasts with the views of the academic evaluator and
what is expressed in the evaluation report. A respectful and amicable relationship between
the team and the academic appears to be important to all concerned, and the group work
together to forge a united front in their relations with him. Although a comradery among
team members can be observed, I sense that this collective pact stems partially from the
long journey already experienced by several members of the team to manage the
evaluation this far, and that this experience has manifested emotionally as determination
and purpose. The team are invested in seeing the evaluation out without unnecessary delay
or consternation, particularly those who worked through earlier stages.
It becomes evident that the team are also working to ensure that the report would be
regarded as an authoritative, single source of information, and a professional and highquality evidence source. The perception that the report is clear and has dependable
findings is important for both within the department and externally, particularly as the
report is to be released to the public in due course. The document is very long and detailed,
and each draft requires a full review. The team informally divides up review tasks according
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to interest and experience and to manage the workload involved. Lisa keeps track of the
key points from discussion and provides a summary of feedback to the academic. Other
team members contribute by checking accuracy of the data and methodology, or by
assessing whether the document is intelligible to a lay audience and is not in “academic
speak”. Informal and unprofessional wording within the report is a point of concern and is
relayed as feedback to the academic.
During these meetings, it becomes clear that academic terminology and phrasing does not
belong in the report, yet clear and concise communication, attention to methodological
rigour and a high degree of accuracy is important. Members of the team are attune to
information that could be misconstrued, and potential political ramifications or other risks
are identified and flagged to be checked with colleagues in other areas of the department,
or with stakeholders in other government or non-government agencies. All concerns with
the report and its contents are informally ranked and amalgamated into iterative feedback
during meetings so that Lisa can provide this to the academic. Some of the feedback is in
narrative form, and some of it is provided as tracked changes and comments directly into
the draft document. Lisa collates this feedback and makes sure that what is being
communicated is consistent and coherent.
In the course of managing this evaluation, through meetings, emails and documents; direct
interactions with the academic evaluator take place to discuss emerging findings and relay
this feedback. Some of this plays out in the margins of the draft evaluation reports within
comment boxes in the document as it volleys back and forth between the parties; each
time collecting new threads of dialogue, disagreement and consensus. While some of this
could be described as staunch debate, and some views expressed by both sides cause
frustrations that make their way into comment threads; mostly, this is an orderly exchange
of ideas and concerns that work to define relevant issues before attracting a rebuttal and
then a consensual resolution. This dialogue could be in the form of a concession by the
academic to change or remove a word, or phase, or rework a section; or a decision by the
team that the rebuttal is of merit and an acceptance that the mooted change is no longer
required. Some issues take more than one iteration to come to a resolution, but eventually
the comment boxes disappear from view and the coloured markings are stripped away
from the document; signalling that each issue has reached an acceptable compromise.
Accordingly, the draft completes its metamorphoses from draft to final product that
exhibits a singular and united stance.
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Planning policy actions
About mid-way through finalising the report, Lisa emails the team and asks that we “book
some time out for us all to workshop the red flag issues the fieldworkers have picked up, and
responses to them”. This is partially to address the organisational requirement to provide a
written response to management about the evaluation findings, and to outline how this
could be a source of policy or program learning. My interest in this exercise is immediately
aroused for its potential to show how evaluation evidence is being used to inform planning
and action, or even decision making, across the team members’ different responsibilities
and duties.
We schedule a meeting to begin this work few weeks later. At first the process is unclear,
only that Lisa has an idea to come to grips with all the present information arising from the
various ongoing activities; and requires a forum for bringing this together. As the process
begins it feels experimental, or akin to a collective untangling of loose threads. Beginning
with a brainstorm, we map all the information and issues that have come to light in the
recent period onto a large whiteboard in the meeting room. We debate under which
column and heading to put our ideas, simultaneously making choices about how different
elements relate to each other and devising ideas for actions that should now follow. This
approach is new to the team but shows promise as a strategic policy planning process—
although where this will lead is not clear. For now, the material needs further development
to be useful, and Lisa transfers the whiteboard notations to an electronic document for
further manipulation and ponderance.
Soon after this first meeting Lisa emails the team with this document, seeking our input
into it. Having been quickly constructed, it contains a table with headings and some boxes
already filled in from the white board discussion. Her accompanying email text indicates
that she is not sure if this is the right method or format, but to let her know if we could
think of a better way. She mentions that the Section Manager, who is now a different
individual following the branch restructure, is to meet shortly with the Branch Manager.
They will discuss the evaluation report and proposed legislative change that will impact on
the intervention, and therefore this is now a “perfect time to get his attention on the next
steps”.
As I open the document I am drawn to how the information is presented. The choice of
what to include in each column seems to indicate a way of thinking about how the items of
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information are connected, with implications for what actions should follow. It is structured
around the domains of: ‘legislation and possible expansion areas for the intervention’, ‘the
evaluation report and identified issues’, ‘other issues from stakeholders including
community groups, government and organisations’, ‘questions on notice (QON)’--with
‘government responses/timeframe’ in the final position. I wonder about how correlations
are presented in this format and what that means for how staff make inferences about
what to do now. As a researcher I feel an impulse to rearrange this information according
to each substantive issue, and then to tabulate the response that would follow, but am
unsure whether this schema would still be recognisable to the team. The current structure
orients around the government processes, rather than the issues or individual
communities—and I feel that this must align with action potential rather than knowledge
acquired.
For the team, this format provides a tool to identify knowledge gaps, chart the next steps,
and allocate responsibility for tasks to staff; and the process proves useful to consolidate all
the known information and tabulate it to the evaluation evidence. It helps to ensure that
nothing is overlooked and the interconnections between the report and the broader policy
setting are made explicit; particularly recent events that impact on this policy area. A
review of key legislation, an expansion of program activities, and issues raised by the
fieldworkers of the evaluation that are akin to ‘front-line’ knowledge; are all able to be
captured by the team and communicated through to management, along with serving a
reference point for staff in executing their own actions. Grouping the information around
government actions that could follow does fit with the intended purpose of the exercise.
While this mapping exercise worked to respond to stimuli from across government, it also
captured and enabled the team to progress feedback on what the fieldworkers had seen
and experienced in communities during the data collection. Some of this was especially
concerning, and the subject of the research proposal, but indicated that the team would
need to commit to further effort in planning and action. The team has resources to put in
place, or through existing avenues, to address the pressing issues arising from the mapping
exercise that would require immediate attention.
Yet the frustrations of trying to find time to focus on strategic tasks, to cleave this away
from other work is apparent. As an explanation for a subsequent delay in progressing
aspects of the mapping work Lisa writes: “actually, I consider it one of my main priorities,
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but all this other bureaucracy is holding me back!”. That much of what occupies Lisa’s day
does not explicitly progress policy, or facilitate longer-term policy planning, signals a
common struggle with a lack of time to engage in both the reactive and strategic aspects of
policy; and often being inundated with work that detracts from what staff consider to be
core to their policy role and responsibilities.
Building and harnessing policy knowledge
On the face of it, the meetings to review the draft evaluation reports are fulfilling an
immediate need to massage the report until it reaches its final form. But exactly what that
process signifies about staff engagement with research and evidence has been less clear—
that is, until a particularly vibrant discussion at the end of one particular meeting. Lisa
offers me an apology and comments that the preceding discussion had not been useful for
my study as they had talked about everything except how research is used in policy. From
my perspective, I was forming an understanding that these meetings were showing how
knowledge originating from interrelated, but distinct, policy domains is brought to policy
discussions; and how this knowledge is then bolstered by, and becomes interwoven with,
evaluation research. This concerns more than discrete evidence from the report, such as
headline statistics, but knowledge that has developed through the team’s interactions—
such as with the academic consultant, hearing about community issues from organisational
stakeholders involved in delivering the intervention and the fieldworkers collecting data.
Lisa’s comment suggests that the team interactions that give expression to this process are
unremarkable to her. But I recognised this as a tacit team ritual in which research and
evidence is digested alongside, and within the parameters, of the surrounding policy
context—a form of research use and policy expertise in action.
After dialogue with the evaluation academic comes to a close, and the report is finalised;
the team assess the evaluation contract as complete, and the final milestone payment is
able to be disbursed. The next phase follows quickly as the team is tasked to prepare policy
advice to accompany the release of the evaluation through the management layers of the
department and to the minister. Lisa starts this process through an email to the team with a
set of dot points containing some initial ideas, communicating that she is:
happy to prepare the one pager, but would like to check with you on thoughts for the ‘key
points’ we think [the Branch Manager/Division Manager/Minister] would want to know.
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After the round of emails subsides and the selection of key points are finalised; those that
remain contain a mixture of information—only some of which is recognisable from the
evaluation and could be considered as discrete findings, such as headline statistics or key
messages. The policy advice includes an evaluative statement in support of continuing the
intervention, communicating that this “is a great result but important to stress the program
must be sustained in order to keep the reduction [in service need]”; in addition to the need
to address specific areas and communities, and flagging other areas of concern due to the
changing nature of the issues, but for which no supportive evidence exists. All of this
information had emerged during team discussion and had, therefore, already been debated
and decided by the team.
In coming to the decision to advise that the intervention be continued, a sentiment
expressed by the academic in conjunction with the delivery of the final report emphasises
the paradox the team were experiencing. This message suggested that although the report
has emphasised a large reduction in service need related to the issue, the team should
specifically consider that it’s a “double-edged sword” as the reaction could be one of
“mission accomplished and that consequently the funding of this intervention would cease”.
Yet the team were careful to avoid this unintended reaction from decision makers.
I am not privy to what is eventually included in the brief that goes to the minister. By this
time the government is in caretaker mode and awaits the election. For this reason, Lisa
considers that “the focus of the brief will have to be a little different…and some more
context is required”. In other words, the information needs of the brief will be re-evaluated.
There is hope that if “the ‘2 page’ max brief insistence is over with!”, that there will be more
leeway to express how the evaluation has been a source of learning, and more scope to
build continued support of it and the intervention.
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5.2

Key learnings

Through examining a series of meetings, this case study illuminates the team management of
an evaluation. By focusing on the interactions of a policy team and how they plan and map
follow-up actions, this account problematises the relationship of research findings as discrete
knowledge to the development of policy. It shows how multiple sources of information and
evidence characterise and strengthen policy advice, and how research evidence is
contextualised and reconciled within the immediate administrative environment. In conveying
the value of the evaluation report and its contents, the team drew from their various policy
entailments to demonstrate how the evaluation learnings were not only relevant, but already
considered and assessed against the broader policy context.
The importance of holistic understanding of the policy environment is illuminated, and its role
in effective management of evaluation activities. Although specific findings, such as headline
indicators, are taken up within high level policy advice; the informal learning that took place
facilitated the team making appropriate judgements about what immediate actions were
needed in response to emerging issues, and how the evaluation learnings fit within the bigger
policy picture.
This case study emphasised the genuine professional and organisational efforts to utilise
research and evidence through commissioned projects, and how the process of team appraisal
facilitates the uptake of evidence and learning into future planning and action; bringing
pertinent information and issues to the attention of decision-makers. It dwells briefly on the
delicate balance that needs to be struck between the team and the external academic to
uphold independence over the report, and how this was managed through reviewing each
version of the evaluation report and providing targeted and comprehensive feedback; also
through dialogue that unfolded within the draft document.
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CHAPTER 6

RUNAWAY POLICY
CASE STUDY C – CORAL

This final research entanglement leaves the world of evaluations to one side. Commencing at
the halfway point of my fieldwork, although I continue to contribute to work across the
branch, I gain a formal attachment to the team and a reporting relationship with the Section
Manager. This case study situates around a policy analysis project to map out the origins of a
policy space as a way to inform a position about the future intent of the policy. Amidst a
suspicion that this has changed in substance over time, evidence from a variety of sources is
collected to discern exactly how and when this had occurred.
Featuring a series of meetings with a subset of the team who come together to plan the
process and discuss the background issues and context, this produces a discussion paper and a
program logic. Eventually these documents reach a desired form and tone to be useful in
clarifying the nature of further consultation within the department, and to seek convergence
of policy priorities with other departments that may have an interest or mandate in this policy
area.
These events play out amidst the department entering ‘caretaker conventions’, with an
election and possible change of government on the horizon. This brings a need for the team to
engage in strategic work to anticipate, and prepare for, any eventuality. After a recent branch
restructure, new staff and policy areas are transferred to this team, including a proposal for an
evaluation which did not previously get off the ground. Through the policy mapping work,
latent dismay in the team about long-term policy agendas emerges that becomes mixed into
the learnings of the strategic policy exercise.
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6.1

Backtracking policy

Since an initial meeting with the Section Manager in my first week, I engage in casual
conversation with her from time to time, but have no chance to become involved with her
team and their work. Partly as this team are unique in the branch, having little direct
carriage of discrete policy areas or evaluations, instead taking on work that cuts across
policy lines. Many of their responsibilities do not mould to routine patterns and the team
receive much of the complex or non-standard work that fits nowhere else in the branch.
Responding to queries, and spontaneous developments, that demand swift action is
commonplace; often through coordinating responses with other parts of the department,
and delegated by executive management or the minister’s office. My part-time working
hours and unpredictable presence in the office has not been compatible with this model,
and I observed their work only from afar. My only point of connection had been through an
earlier involvement in assisting to scope the parameters for a draft evaluation proposal that
was transferred to this team after the branch restructure, along with key staff working with
this policy area. My invitation to work with this team does not come through my previous
engagement with the evaluation proposal, but from my transition from being a researcher
seconded to the branch to being a staff member proper while also engaged in research.
While I am already involved in many evaluations and projects across the branch, before this
point I do not belong to any one team, nor do I have a formal role or supervisory
relationship.
Soon after the ink dries on my work contract, I meet with the Section Manager who will be
my supervisor to talk through the new arrangement. She is aware of the sort of work that I
have been doing in the branch and seems unruffled to have me join her team. We agree on
some basic tenants for how this arrangement will work in practice, particularly the
communication elements and work processes since I will still operate across the other
teams and their work. We discuss the expectation for me to contribute to the broader work
her team has carriage of, such as drafting routine ministerial briefs. I suspect already that
this task is regarded more as a duty, than an opportunity, and being a member of the team
requires completing your fair share. From the Section Manager’s discussions already with
the Branch Manager, she deciphers that this new arrangement is intended to be relatively
loose, and that she would be more of an immediate contact for me rather than have strict
managerial oversight over my duties and performance.
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She does express, however, some concern with me continuing in my research role. She
explains via email, when I enquire whether she would agree to be part of the study, that
her concern “goes to the question of wearing different hats (one as researcher doing field
study, the other as a non-ongoing employee)”. I gather from this comment that she may
have held reservations about my presence in the branch from before my engagement
began, and that she perceives I have a conflict of interest more generally, rather than one
resulting from being attached to her team. As we talk through these concerns, she
endeavours to speak again to the Branch Manager and to double check with the other
section managers about their experiences and thoughts on the matter. But after discussing
my research project in more detail, and now having a better idea of how I have conducted
my study in combination with my duties, she is satisfied enough that this role in her team
will not bring unacceptable risk, and the issue is dispensed with.
In the midst of caretaker
I join the team in the lead up to the Federal election, and at the point that the government
enters caretaker 20 mode. As we talk about the work in the team, the Section Manager fills
me in on some of the impacts of this development and the considerations this brings for
policy areas. The big policy question, she tells me, is “whether caretaker will involve a shift
or not”. With current policy directions now uncertain, the coming phase will entail
anticipating what new priorities will emerge post-election, along with what priorities will be
downgraded or dispensed with. In line with this, the evaluation that I assisted with scoping
some months ago, but struggled to get off the ground, will now be paused. Whether this
progresses again at a later stage may now be subject to a new minister. It may well
proceed, but currently, there is no way of knowing with certainty.
I sense the atmosphere in the office change in line with caretaker; like a drop in pressure,
and staff are briefly able to break from their daily routines as most decisions in the
department will now be paused until government is formed again. The Section Manager
describes this perceptible change as being a “different kind of crazy”, for although the work
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https://pmc.gov.au/resource-centre/government/guidance-caretaker-conventions The conventions
and practices are not legislated but encourage departments taking common sense approaches to avoid
taking major policy decisions, significant appointment and major contracts or undertakings on the basis
that the government may change, and commitments must not be made during this uncertain period.
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may change in nature, the volume steps up as the responsibility to provide bureaucratic
advice splinters. The department is now expected to script versions appropriate for both
the sitting government and the opposition party who may be on the threshold of becoming
government. For weeks on end, and initially to my confusion, during all staff meetings
policy matters are being referred to as either “blue” or “red” 21. It is some time before I
realise that this is code for opposing political parties and signifies that tailored information
needs to be provided for each side of the upcoming ballet contest. Despite this extra
dimension to the role of providing advice, a new energy is noticeable through how staff
meet and greet each other, and a tinge of hope and optimism creeps in that the election
will bring new policies and new programs, and the minister will inject fresh ideas into
current policy. Existing policies that have proven unpopular with recipients just might be
disbanded. Across the department the coming months will bring reason for policy teams to
think deeper and more strategically about their policy areas. The Section Manager informs
me that it is not all roses though, as some of the current funding in the branch is rumoured
to be transferred to another department, and that there is a “soft commitment” by one side
of government to do this. This would affect the branch in terms of what activities, or even
whole policy streams, they will still have ‘control’ over; and will impact on the staffing levels
needed to support a potentially reduced need to administer and manage expenditure. She
reminds me that when government is formed again the policy areas covered by the branch
may not be top of the list of initial priorities, so the branch will need to be patient and
considered in getting ministerial attention. The branch will need to use this time to prepare
for any eventuality.
A strategic exercise
In connection with this, the Section Manager fills me in on a project that she thinks would
benefit from me taking a leading role. This exercise, she says, has me “front and centre”,
and would be to explore the “purpose of the engagement” in a policy area for which the
department funds a program of interventions, and supports regulatory measures, that aim
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https://www.crikey.com.au/2010/08/27/the-red-and-blue-the-real-story-of-post-election-briefings/ ;
https://www.anu.edu.au/news/all-news/how-the-caretaker-convention-creates-opportunities-toinfluence-policy This is preparation for post-election briefings and involves departments analysing
election promises and commitments. It incorporates details on both urgent decisions and relevant
background material.
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effect behavioural change through stimulating individuals to make positive life choices. In
particular, the goal of the project is to develop a coherent rationale to accompany, and
justify, future government action in this space as a ‘policy mapping’ exercise. I know a little
already about some of the initiatives that fall under this policy area through helping to
scope the parameters of the proposed evaluation some months earlier, as this aimed to
assess the impact of a suite of initiatives connected to the policy. Operating primarily in
remote townships, the broader context to these behavioural initiatives was that access to
essential services is limited due to long travel distances, small population size and low
density; and that community and business organisations have had a key role in delivering
into this space through government support and funding.
With the recent branch restructure, this policy area and the draft evaluation concept and
key members from the previous team, had recently been transferred to the Coral team. The
scope of the project must encompass a “macro view of the [policy’s] purpose…what it
intends to do, and map that out”. This bigger picture extends to taking in a major piece of
legislation that is due to expire in two years—but twelve months out from this expiry the
branch needs to have a plan ready. Initiating the work now is needed to gain a strategic
overview of the landscape of this policy area and discern how all the pieces fit together.
This project must sketch out different policy options and scenarios to prepare for any
changes in legislation through assembling relevant information and constructing a narrative
to communicate the purpose of the policy and where it should lead.
Similar to other policy projects I have worked on, the rationale for undertaking a policy
analysis project comes from more than one source. An additional spur had come through a
recent request from one of the community or business organisations funded under the
department’s programs who expressed an interest to utilise their allocated funds in a
different way than outlined under the funding guidelines. This request had created a
dilemma, as it quickly became clear that “the view is, that there is no view” regarding what
the appropriate role of the government in this policy space should be—prompting the need
for the team to investigate this more strategically to form an opinion. While the request
made by the organisation was approved by the department on a time-limited basis—this
act had unintentionally paved the way for new and unplanned policy directions that may
not be synonymous with the department’s aspirations, or the intent of the allocated funds.
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With this background to the project firmly lodged, the project is launched, and the Section
Manager promises to send me some weblinks to get started and urges me to begin by first
developing a strategic approach to the project. She requests that I check in with her once I
have made some initial progress, and in the meantime, she will assemble a small team to
drive this work forward.
We convene our first meeting two weeks later to begin to talk through the issues that
background the project. The conversation quickly draws to the evaluation that transferred
to the team, and the staff member who worked on it and the funded initiatives gives a
detailed account of the history of the program it connects to and the challenges the original
team faced in this space. It is a positive meeting, and the sub-team’s enthusiasm for this
project is unmistakable from their lively and upbeat conversation. I contrast this with the
Section Manager’s earlier comment to me that much of the other work in her section at the
moment is more routine in nature. Right now, this project is considered a “big ticket” item
as stakeholders to this policy space would be starting to ask questions. Its attraction to staff
also stems from having an opportunity to engage in work that helps to prepare for the
future, and to be proactive. This contrasts with policy work that is experienced as reactive
and initiated in response to decisions and actions that have already been taken.
Getting down to the practical aspects of this project, and in sequencing what we need to
do, the Section Manager informs the team that the first task is to “situate our thinking”,
and to “pose questions we have right now”. Down the line, the team hopes to use this work
to brief the minister—in doing so, both background information as well as the main story
being pieced together will be needed.
Through this work it quickly becomes apparent that the draft evaluation, and the policy
sub-space it connects to, occupy a key position within the mapping project. The evaluation
had struggled to gain traction through the department’s prioritisation process, and the
reasons underlying this now begin to emerge. The evaluation had not floundered because
the team had been unable to shape-up a proposal with clear priorities and scope, feasible
evaluation questions and match this to potential methodological approaches. Instead,
there had been a lack of clarity about the future direction of the policy, and the mapping
project would now start to address this. The evaluation connects directly to legislation and
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regulations that are about to “sunset” 22, or otherwise change or cease to exist. Prioritising
funding to evaluate these activities is therefore hard to justify in light of not knowing
whether the legislation will continue in its current form, or amendments will be introduced.
Evaluating the effectiveness of the program is of uncertain value within this unpredictable
scenario. As the minister was known to be particularly supportive of the program, and with
the election just around the corner—a continuation of the initiatives now hangs in the
balance. Different scenarios for the activities could emerge, such that “not what, but how
you do it could change”, and the Section Manager further volunteers that “if there’s a
limited pool” of resources, the team would need to wait until current funding agreements
with the organisations reach their conclusion. The evaluation may still proceed in the
future, and from the department’s perspective, “we want to know the evidence that it’s
working…we think this is critical”. This signals that irrespective of political sentiment, an
assurance that this is an effective intervention is still a priority.
Delving into further discussion of the issues surrounding the evaluation and its policy area
reveals this situation is nothing new. Challenges and obstacles are endemic to policy
development. On one point the team agrees—over time, policy priorities can meander
away from addressing causal factors to poor outcomes, in favour of creating solutions to
redress this after it occurs. The team sees this policy area as consistent with a noticeable
trend away from preventative action and towards policy agendas aimed at stimulating
economic growth rather than achieving outcomes that are holistic. The staff member who
worked on the draft evaluation notes how she has seen a gradual shift, suggesting that
change in policy may not have occurred through a decision or ruling, but that slowly the it
has accrued a focus that differs from when it was originally formed. The Section Manager
communicates that she also has a hunch that the policy has merely drifted away and that
the mapping task will need to locate the evidence to confirm this, and then to construct a
supporting narrative around the nature of this change.
A day later the whole team come together for their regular catch-up. Here, some of the
broader context to this idea of policy shift begins to seep out through conversation. Held at
a café in the vicinity, only a short walk away from the office, this off-site location infuses a
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https://www.maddocks.com.au/insights/dont-let-sunset-legislative-instruments ‘Sunsetting’
provisions are a review and update measure for legislation, normally occurring after 10 years.
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perceptible informality into the gathering. This difference with other team meetings I have
attended is noticeable, such as with the Amber team who hold their meetings in one of the
‘temporary offices’ down the far end of the office floor. During these meetings staff crowd
around a small central table, balancing a laptop on their knees; partly as there is no space
on the table, but also to keep their hands free to munch on an array of healthy-looking
snacks like crackers, cheeses and dips. While the shared food lends a casual vibe to the
discussion, being encircled by the office space makes it difficult for the event to be entirely
so.
The Coral team are seated comfortably at a long table along a wall in the café. Having
returned from placing orders at the counter, they try to make their voices audible over the
clatter of the coffee machine and the chatter of other patrons nearby. As the meeting
starts, a focused discussion begins about a recent conversation that a team member had
with a colleague from another area of the department. Perhaps as spillage from the
discussion yesterday, this brings on a mood of dismay about how the policy in this
conversation had been framed in economic terms, despite its potential to have a positive
effect on holistic community outcomes. Additionally, the initiatives that fall under this
policy prescribe a deficit and compliance lens, rather than fostering an empowering or early
prevention one. This prompts the question of whether the team should aim to align their
policy work with these colleagues, and an exasperation that there should be a “consistent
approach” across these two areas—especially as the evidence does not support the
effectiveness of compliance-based policy measures, not even to stimulate economic
improvements. After a short while the team conclude that this conversation is an example
of where “policy shift” or “policy drift” has happened, and that gaining an understanding of
the original inception of the policy would help to reorient it. While they agree that a followup discussion with staff from this policy area should occur, little optimism is expressed that
this would achieve convergence; but should be pursued anyway as core to the team’s role
and responsibilities.
Conversation steers towards considering the “meaning” of words associated with different
policy sectors and the implications of differences of meaning for what constitutes allowable
government action. This elicits reflections about how understandings differ across
departments in the APS; and a conclusion that this always relates to what departments are
funded to do. To illustrate, holistic community outcomes are explicitly funded in some
departments, but not in others, despite the relevance for improving outcomes across
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discrete policy sectors. In relation to a particular policy issue, in the team’s experience,
when “people see the word…they make assumptions about that”—with an example that
the overlapping nature of policy issues with policy sectors is not readily apprehended. “The
lines that separate areas are fine and arbitrary”, is offered in making sense of different
interpretations of the meaning of such terms, revealing that the team understand that
delineations of policy sectors and what outcomes become associated with each, stem more
from policy boundary making than from a separation built from knowledge or
understanding of social, economic or cultural connectedness across domains.
The conversation skips to the next topic area, settling briefly on research and its use. My
ears prick up and I wonder if these meanderings occur routinely in team meetings, or
whether my participation has prompted it. The Section Manager suggests that research
often “tells you something that you know intuitively”, but it is most important what you “do
with it”. This precipitates an explicit and frank discussion about what counts as evidence in
policy processes and an admission that Indigenous knowledges and approaches are
frequently absent. Instead, the rhetoric of “diversity” is evoked to signify that multiple
voices have been considered—and an insistence from the team that this is not equivalent.
The Section Manager suggests that when working in bureaucracy there is a need to be
constantly “reflecting on your own conceptual framework as a way to bring alternative
perspectives into the policy making process”. This goes to the core of the fundamental
difference between a ‘diversity agenda’ and reflexively accommodating epistemological
plurality. Where she drew her insight from, I can only guess at—perhaps from her
educational background, but it could also be from cultural awareness training offered by
the department.
The team bring up examples of research that they are familiar with that connect to their
policy areas, dwelling on a well-known national-level study. Scrambling to remember the
name of the lead academic involved in the study, one person admits that while she is
impressed by the work, even after having personal contact with the academic at a
conference she still is not sure how to actually put that research into practice. In reflecting
further, the Section Manager offers that it goes to the issue of “needing critical mass to
have influence”. In this example, the geographic scope of the research was “dotted here
and there” and therefore did not cover substantial enough ground to be more directly
useful across a policy space. As a contribution to preparing policy ‘briefs’, she laments that
sometimes much of the advice going into this document is generated outside the direct
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policy team with the result that briefs can struggle to “fully take into account policy
knowledge that is commonly held”. This observation refers back to the discussion about the
challenges encountered to integrate diverse voices into policy making, and how important
forms of knowledge are thereby excluded. The suggestion being made was that, at times,
this also excludes knowledge from the inside the direct policy world, from staff who
develop policy proposals.
The meeting wraps up on a lighter note with the Section Manager retelling a recent “policy
dilemma” she experienced when handed a piece of paper with signatures on it. She was
faced with deciding what to do with this item in a paper-less and desk-less environment in
which leaving a physical document lying around could constitute a security breach. She tells
how this had a relatively easy solution, simply by checking if a digital copy existed and then
shredding the physical copy according to security protocols. But her tongue in cheek
comment about her thought at the time to “take it home and put it in my shoe” brought a
humorous slant on understanding the risk of unintended consequences arising from
overarching institutional rules and requirements that do not reflect actual work practice.
The crux to this story was still to come, revealing that this piece of paper had been passed
to her directly by a senior executive member of staff who had effectively devolved this
conundrum down management lines. The implication was that a person of such authority
should have known better, both as rule to abide by, and as practice.
Assembling information
The sub-team go to work to find signs for where the policy intent has deviated. Similar to
other teams in the branch, the process involves coming together to discuss the underlying
issues and priorities before embarking on independent research and analysis and then
reconvening to share progress and what has been learned. In between meetings, emails are
circulated around to the team to draw attention to reports that are important to capture in
the exercise and highlight relevant academic research. Many emails engage in dialogue
around the developing hypothesis, with successive responses layering this understanding.
To kick off this work, the sub-team agree to assemble together relevant material and use
this to develop some initial questions to answer. The Section Manager suggests consulting
annual reports for the funded community and business organisations, the department’s
own annual report, and to consult the specifics of the legislation and regulations operating
within this policy space. Some of this she sends via email as weblinks, along with some text
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from an internal report known as a “back pocket brief” 23. This document is a short summary
of what the government is doing in this policy area, presented through dot points and key
headings. It references supporting legislation and regulation, articulating what is addressed
by each item and identifies which section of the department manages each aspect. Other
parts of this brief present performance statistics, and a table with funding amounts that
stretch several years back, also against the funding purpose. Another table lists the funded
communities and organisations. This provides a kind of ‘potted history’ from the viewpoint
of the department, and I learn that these are prepared for senior level staff when appearing
at Senate Estimates to inform on the department’s involvements in a given policy area.
As my role is to design an approach to the mapping project, I script a list of questions to
ascertain what we know, and distinguish this from what we still need to find out. I decide
that to construct a chronology of information sources will be helpful to plot key documents
and events in their sequence, and to help distinguish any linkages between them. I begin to
locate major government reports and reviews and grey literature; easily identifying at least
thirty documents dating back as far as the mid-1990s. As this treasure trove begins to grow,
an Australian National Audit Office (ANAO) performance review emerges as a pivotal
document for gathering clues about the original policy intent, plotting the history of the
development of the policy and iterative changes, and clarity around government
recommendations and the lack of progress addressing them. After sending this initial work
to the Section Manager, she shares her thoughts via email, confirming:
I also tend to go back to the original objective and work forward from there [and develop a list
of] original objective and funding, significant policy shifts/funding injections,
evaluations/performance audits, changes in (organisational) operations, significant changes in
circumstances/need which impact on the original objectives/needs being met or not met, finally
with the current intent.

It turns out that the ANAO document is indeed a “cornerstone doc”. This has now been
located by several others in the sub-team, and circulated via email to alert the team to the
insights it contains. With this part of the process progressing to her satisfaction, the Section
Manager proposes by email to the sub-team that it could be helpful to now construct a

23

https://www.crikey.com.au/2011/10/17/tips-and-rumours-562/ These documents frequently contain
‘unofficial’ and ‘politically sensitive information, and may be used to prepare for Senate Estimates.
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single-page program logic, asking for any ideas on how to “kick start this”. One person
responds that it is:
a great idea – they’re very useful tools…that way we can see [the organisations] as a piece of
the puzzle and where they fit (or should fit). And how they align with what we are trying to
achieve.

This message prompts me to realise what I had left out of my approach so far—the
community and business organisations and other stakeholders. I had focused too much on
the documentary evidence to answer the policy question, and had neglected the policy
implementation partners and their place in the puzzle.
The next meeting of the sub-team is organised specifically to discuss the format of the
program logic and what needs to go into it. Five staff join along with the Section Manager
who has prioritised her involvement with this work. The discussion that ensues, however,
skirts around the program logic itself and the specifics of its content—in lieu of a general
conversation about the current policy configuration. This identifies which departments are
active in this space or should have a role given their funding mandate. Other topics
mentioned are the ceasing funding contracts with the organisations, and discussion about
the regulatory measures already in place. Eventually the intended purpose of the program
logic document starts to emerge, and the Section Manager emphasises that while the
document will be used as an internal resource, it will also help facilitate conversations
across government and with our stakeholders to try to build common objectives in this
space. She will be attending an intergovernmental meeting in coming weeks, and will raise
there the issue of a lack of clarity and action in this policy space—but quickly muses about
what kind of language she could use to frame the policy discussion; for instance whether
‘place-based’ or ‘community-control’ could be suitable.
The meeting concludes with a commitment to expressing the issues surrounding this policy
in a new and refreshed way—but with a caveat by the Section Manager that this must be
consistent with existing administrative and political parameters. Currently there is no “new
money” to inject into a revitalised approach, and no clear indication which department
should lead this space. Some links across the policy area to other teams in the branch could
perhaps be forged, such as with the Beryl team, and with broader priorities within the
department with outcomes-based approaches to program funding. Whether this will be
enough to reframe the policy and bring it back to its original meaning is assured.
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In the aftermath of this meeting, and constructed from the conversation in this meeting, I
circulate a draft program logic to the team. This prompts the next wave of emails, and the
Section Manager exclaims “this is great to have on paper”, but challenges this snapshot
with a list of additional questions, assumptions and objectives, and to challenge what
ultimate outcome should be aimed for. To explain her contribution, she professes to “being
a questioner to really start testing what we mean…and how we express it!”. This response
buoys others into contributing that they “too have a question about [a sub-issue] – is it true
that [some assertions], and perhaps [this issue] requires more looking at the evidence base
etc”. A clarification of the role of the department from another member of the team is
added, and a realisation that another department does not “currently have any
similar/overlapping work on the [policy issue] side so there’s quite a nice delineation”. This
starts to map out not just the evidence points for where change has occurred over time,
but how it fits into the policy landscape with interconnecting funding, priorities and
initiatives across government jurisdictions.
With the program logic work now having a desired effect of facilitating constructive
conversations within the team, and a plan to use it to structure conversations outside of
it—finalising the broader discussion paper becomes priority once again. The Section
Manager is clear that this exercise needs boundaries around it both in terms of timelines
and depth of information and analysis. This document is not intended to be more than a
sketching out of the landscape, with just enough information to know whether the
hypothesis is correct, that this policy has shifted substantially since its original inception.
Consequently, just a few pages, and a reasonable level of effort to research and analyse the
issues, should go into it.
At around six weeks since the first meeting, I send an interim draft to the acting Section
Manager—who has stepped in while the Section Manager is on annual leave. She circulates
this draft to the sub-team for their information and comments, adding:
we are likely to use this as a bit of a starting point as we are a few steps away from progressing
anything to [the Branch Manager] yet, and I need to think about how we engage him on [the
policy issue]. Also need to get some clarity from [the Branch Manager] about what he is willing
to move forward on in this space – is he on board with potential review/evaluation – is there
funding for this.

This interim draft transforms quickly into a final draft, as no more evidence or research is
thought to be needed to further develop the discussion paper. I receive an email from the
Section Manager upon her return that emphasises I should “consider this one done! I think

Page 163

it hits the mark”. In finalising the document, attention now turns to the physical properties
such as how the information appears and in what order, suggesting that to “deliver some
key messages up front…will make an excellence platform for taking the policy discussions
forward”. Where the work will progress to is starting to be refined—with the next steps
involving seeking the Branch Manager’s support for further development in this policy
space. Also, as “we are in a position to identify some connecting points” and with a “window
to link with the work into the theory of change work underway”—the initial part of the
policy question has been solved. A change in the policy intent has been shown to have
occurred; and to try remediate this fits with the team’s role and responsibilities—but this
must also take into account the constraints imposed by funding and policy priorities across
government agencies.
The second part of the original question, however, had become separated from the main
purpose of the mapping exercise—to determine what the role of the government should
be. While this issue had been present as an undercurrent within analysis, and as a key
theme running through the team discussions—practical resolution had not been achieved.
It became clear that this role does not simply derive from the original policy intent, but
must be equivalent to a government’s expressed policy agenda—which in this case was
oriented to economic outcomes. Articulating, or implementing, an alternative vision for the
role of government cannot be achieved through administrative coordination by the team or
through any amount of analysis supported through research or evidence. Achieving a
redefinition of the policy in line with its original intent was not a likely outcome—but the
team now had a comprehensive understanding of the policy history to inform future action.

Page 164

6.2

Key learnings

This case study described a team and their activities to investigate the history of a policy
through undertaking a discrete policy analysis project. By seeking information from a range of
sources, including from government reports and academic publications; and in organising,
analysing and discussing these—the team was able to formulate an answer to an identified
policy question about whether a change in policy intent had occurred. These efforts led to the
team identifying conversations that would be used to pursue a redefinition of the policy in line
with their role and responsibilities. This culminated in two written documents, a discussion
paper and a program logic, that would be used to progress this issue with stakeholders within
and across government.
Through this process the team engaged in strategic thinking and planning about the future of
this policy area to ascertain how it fits within the broader policy landscape. They reflected on
what actions could be taken within existing overarching policy priorities—and grappled with
the knowledge that while policy change could be discerned through analysis, reorienting this
intent was not achievable where it intersects, and contravenes, existing policy agendas centred
on economic prosperity above holistic measures.
The relationship between evaluation, policy agendas and policy understanding was
highlighted. The transfer of an evaluation to the team revealed that only with an
understanding of the policy context can efforts to prioritise evaluation be optimised. That the
evaluation could not be scoped initially was not due to a lack of research or technical skills, but
reflected fluctuating support for the policy and uncertainty in the legislative and regulatory
arms that supported it.
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PART C:

A ‘CULTURE’ OF
RESEARCH USE

Part B presented a series of evidence entanglements that foregrounded the mundane,
everyday activities that led to observed or foreseeable outcomes. In keeping with the
ethnographic approach which fosters a view on events as they unfold in real-time, these
described discrete encounters and discussions with different teams in the branch that I worked
with—shining a light on the actions, interactions and discrete practices of staff. While I have
begun, and ended, each case study with a summary of the main issues and learnings illustrated
within each—that the narratives utilised temporal and situational frames to construct, and
provide coherence to each story, does little to consolidate what is collectively signified, or help
unearth emerging patterns.
Part C continues with a next order interpretation of the case studies, moving further in
abstraction from the ‘thick description’ and initial reflections already featured. This aims to
provide a fuller understanding of what shared patterns of behaviour or conventions are
signified than can be discerned from the narrative descriptions alone.
In Part D I return these interpretations to their broader context and tease out their
implications for understanding how local expressions of evidence-based policy contrast with
normative expectations and dominant debate, and what this reveals about staff expertise,
their interactions with research and evidence, and the relevance of this to their work.
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Underpinning theory
Policy making involves ‘policy work’ and ‘policy knowledge’ in tandem—and while there is
variation to how this is accomplished, at heart this is a collective endeavour that bears little
resemblance to normative or theoretical views of what this should entail (Colebatch et al.
2010a, p. 12). Hence, further analysis of the case studies must focus on what occurs, rather
than what ought to occur—and then, in line with the study’s focus, must take a concerted
interest in how research and evidence feature.
I side-step back to Spradley and his contention that an analytical interpretation of what
constitutes ‘culture’ 24 is made up of three parts—what people do, what people know and what
people use and make (1980). As already outlined in Chapter 3.2, these concepts infused the
interpretive framework I brought to the practical tasks of collecting field impressions and
provided me with “fruitful ways of looking” (Atkinson 2015).
By overlaying ‘policy work’ and ‘policy knowledge’ with what policy makers ‘do’, ‘know’ and
‘use/make’—a model for the meanings of research and evidence to policy actors in everyday
work materialises. Part C unfolds across three chapters to re-present analysis in terms of these
categories; and through a simplified, but inductively generated, heuristic. This heuristic
employs six ideas that each suggest a type of action or activity related to actors’ efforts to
engage with research and evidence through doing, knowing, using/making. With an
intentional use of alliteration, I name these in pairs:
construct, coordinate,

24

conduct, consult,

consolidate, contextualise.

See earlier explanation of culture
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Used in a sequence, I contend that:
Staff in the branch construct research and evidence engagements through
commissioned evaluation and research projects, and then coordinate the process that
follows.
Staff conduct research themselves and consult the disseminated learnings from
existing research to analyse policy issues and develop advice to government.
The ‘doings’ and ‘knowings’ associated with these efforts constitute the various ways
that staff consolidate information and contextualise the learnings against their policy
responsibilities.
To interpret what policy actors do, theoretically I take a grounded position 25 on what that
signifies. While ‘policy work’ refers to the everyday activities of policy actors; to tabulate a
laundry list of actions with their thinly construed purpose is not the goal, nor to explain these
in reference to staff roles or institutional processes. Although, when this is equated simply
with ‘anything people do’, I acknowledge that action cannot be cleaved neatly away from
anthropological debate about the relationship between what people do and the production
and reproduction of cultural forms (Ortner 1984). In taking the middle ground, I found Ortner’s
understanding appealing:
The analyst takes these people and their doings as the reference point for understanding a
particular unfolding of events, and/or for understanding the processes involved in the
reproduction or change of some set of structural features. (1984, p. 149)

In Ortner’s configuration, action is not viewed as enactment or execution of rules and norms,
nor is it governed by sentiments of voluntarism, freedom and inventiveness (1984, p. 150).
This understanding would be consistent with an appraisal of actions as only fulfilling work
duties, or in accordance with personal motivations and interests in line with rationality,

25

I explain in Part A that I do not use practice theory.
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pragmatism, or pursuit of goal attainment. She provides a perspective of the social system as
an integral and seamless whole, while remaining focused on individual actors. Ortner’s
reference to ‘structural features’ and ‘reproduction of change’ fulfils my commitment to
examine what staff do in reference to a fluid, but partially fixed and unmovable, external
environment comprising the institution as setting and the broader political system in which
policy operates.
The many meanings of work
Before I cross to analysis, a brief sojourn through the varied meanings of work 26 helps to set
the scene. Exploring different facets of this commonly used word can ground
conceptualisations of what policy staff do every day, and highlight that knowledge, expertise
and values cannot be separated from an understanding of work and what it necessitates
(Tenbensel 2008).
To simply state that ‘to work’ is what policy staff do every day, is unenlightening. While it
provides a reminder that what is done, and what policy staff must do, moulds to a broad
understanding of why actors are present and engaged in this place—what that precisely entails
is not made clear. Especially when this is considered with an analytical lens to delve below the
surface and uncover how this is accomplished, for what purpose; and discern what
conventions and codes are signified, or what collective and organisational processes are
embodied in its doing.

26

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/work
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At once we are informed that work is an activity that is performed 27 (Goffman 1969); it is
regular and involves executing or fulfilling duties for wages or salary. This is closest to the
expected meaning in a workplace setting. However, ‘work’ has several further nuances. It
requires sustained effort or continuous repeated action to carry out a task, involving motion,
operation or activity. It carries connotations of physical and mental exertion, even under
compulsion or necessity. This alludes to the routine and mundane nature of what is considered
work, requiring both practical and intellectual effort, but that its intended effects or mode of
delivery may not be self-directed. The primacy of material tools and the operation of these,
emerges as necessary to facilitate the motions that accompany doing work; and a sensitization
that work is also facilitated by the mind, and has a commensurate material effect, impact or
result (Fox & Alldred 2019) 28.
When ‘work’ is coupled together with other words, a less laboursome assessment of what
work entails is encountered. It is akin to functioning or operating according to plan or design;
to produce a desired effect or result, or to succeed (such as in ‘it works’). This is not only
through physical force and motion, but harnessing desirable human traits like determination,
persistence or tenacity (to ‘make it work’). Here, higher-order skills in planning and devising
action to produce set outcomes are highlighted, and judgements of success or failure are
intertwined.

27

This seminal work by Goffman on the dramaturgical metaphor of frontstage/backstage contends that
actors perform as if on a stage in front of an audience to create a desired impression. This fits best with
a conceptualisation of the workplace as divisible into visible and hidden spaces, and actors behaving
according to their prescribed role and function. My view is that performance can also be conceptualised
as skilled accomplishment without impression management which allows for a range of other
interpretations of front/backstage areas of the policy setting that are not related to being hidden or
visible.
28
This work provides an accessible introduction to New Materialism which encompasses a “theoretical
and practical ‘turn to matter’” in the humanities and social sciences (p. 1). While analysis here does not
engage further with this branch of thought, there is promising scope to situate policy artefacts like
documents within this scholarship.
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Other meanings attest further to ‘work’ as having a transformative or defining effect, that
work is accomplished through mental processes such as problem-solving, reasoning or
calculation (to ‘work it out’); and it is a manner of doing that is skilful or requires patience
(workmanship). This highlights the creative and improvisational aspects to ‘work’. Other
meanings attest to further abstract connotations, such as to be conciliatory (again, to ‘work it
out’), to engage trickery (‘work the room’), or as an act of defiance (‘work against’). Most
simply, ‘work’ can also refer to an unspecified activity or pursuit such as being busy (‘working’),
and a state of transition or progress (‘work towards’).
In all these incantations, I suggest there is no clue about what is being done, only its method,
how it is facilitated and the intended or actual effect that it has. This leads back full circle to
the original realisation, that ‘work’ is both a normative activity, but that its expression is varied
and unspecified. This understanding prepares our thinking about policy work, and to being
attuned to the creativity or skill involved in its doing; and attests to how its execution is often
in relation with others.
On this note, let analysis begin.
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CHAPTER 7

CONSTRUCT AND COORDINATE

Staff in the branch construct research and evidence engagements through commissioned
evaluation and research projects, and then coordinate the process that follows.
==========
While the motivation for public sector institutions to formally evaluate government policies
and to commission research to inform policy priorities is familiar (Dillon 2020; Graves 2020a;
Head 2015b)—how do staff perceive their involvement in these activities, what value do they
attribute to it, and in what ways does this connect to utilisation of research—is not well
articulated.
In this chapter I conceptualise how staff manage research and evaluation projects as not just a
means to an end, but as an unfolding process comprised of ‘doings’ in relation to a specified
end product. While institutional procedures help to direct efforts, and encourage it to occur
within set parameters, the learning that can be drawn from the act of coordinating, and in
ensuring a smooth process ensues that leads to the generation of useful evidence—rests on
the actions of policy actors. Shining a light only on the crescendo to this process, receiving a
completed evaluation or research report, neglects what has happened to inform policy
thinking along the journey; and what actions staff have taken to make sure the evidence
generated would be regarded as useful and trustworthy. These are the acts that drive and
manage research and evaluations projects.
To begin answering the questions posed above, I focus on the involvements of staff in the
branch to ‘construct’ or establish evaluation and research activities, and ‘coordinate’ or direct
and oversee this effort. I articulate some of the practices that staff engaged in to ensure
evaluations would go to their satisfaction, and that their research and evidence needs were
met. I examine these in relation to the organisational setting, and through the prism of what
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policy staff do to drive and manage evaluations and research, and in what ways this prepares
for its usefulness in policy work. I treat research and evaluation as a single category of activity,
arguing that while these are procedurally different activities, policy staff enact them with a
similar expectation and purpose even if different kinds of evidence are produced.
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7.1

Pursue alignment

Policy staff work with external researchers to create and maintain alignment of priorities for
research and evaluation with what is contractually promised and delivered. While
documentation helps to keep these parameters in check, working across organisational
boundaries introduces the potential for errors and communication misunderstandings, as well
as coordination difficulties that would threaten the integrity of the project, and the capacity for
the end product to provide trustworthy, relevant and useful evidence to the policy setting.
--------------Taking a high-level view across the teams, and with a focus on what was being achieved
through managing research and evaluation; reveals that staff were acting to create alignment
across the researcher to policy-maker divide, and to achieve alignment with institutional
requirements. In doing so, they aimed to build mutual understanding of the aim and purpose
of the activity through appraising research and evaluation documents for how appropriate and
effective proposed activities would be to generate expected and desired evidence, and assess
how well that was achieved.
Viewed as an institutional process, ensuring that evaluators worked within the parameters of
the funding contract was a core expectation, and a concrete measure, to account for
departmental expenditure. This provided an important check along the way that expected
requirements of evaluation activities were being followed, and helped to manage the risk that
the evidence produced would be unusable. For staff, working to ensure alignment provided
opportunities to check and ensure that the findings being produced by external evaluators,
and the documents which contained and communicated this new knowledge, would be able to
inform policy priorities under their remit, and would be relevant to their policy questions.
Let me explore a little further the idea of ‘alignment’. For teams, having an evaluation in their
section was not akin to a ‘set and forget’ process. It was an intensive activity that involved staff
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undertaking sustained and deliberate action to ensure that all went smoothly and what had
been agreed in the evaluation contract was being met. Reviewing draft reports and providing
feedback to the evaluator was standard practice. For instance, staff made sure that quality and
style expectations were adhered to in written reports received from the evaluator—such as
with the Beryl team when changes to the structure, layout, tone and language were deemed
necessary to bring the report in line with expectations. Attending to these issues, however,
was not only to enhance the report’s aesthetics and improve comprehension, but was
essential preparation for the report to be accepted as a credible and trustworthy source of
evidence about the effectiveness of the intervention by diverse audiences, including
management, the minister and external stakeholders.
For the Amber team, enhancing the potential for policy learnings to materialise from the
evaluation was also achieved through review and feedback on draft reports. When the
proposed evaluation design lacked a “clear line of sight” to the evaluation contract, and the
measurement of impacts resulting from ‘post support’ were not explicit in the initial evaluation
plan—the team took actions to ensure that the evaluation would be conducted according to
agreed contractual requirements. In addition, their actions ensured that when the findings
become available, these would provide evidence about the client outcomes achieved by the
service organisations, and offer evidence to support future changes to the funding model from
an output-based to outcomes-based model. In this example, alignment of evaluation priorities
between the department and the contracted evaluator that had seemed assured through the
commissioning process, had not translated into tangible next steps within the proposed
design. Instead, further alignment through other means was undertaken to bring the expected
evidence in line with system-level developments occurring within the policy sector.
That a misalignment had occurred became visible to the team after Alice sent the list of
consolidated feedback via email to the evaluator, but in return received a document
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attachment consisting of referrals to page numbers in the originally supplied evaluation plan—
rather than clarification of the issues raised through feedback. Although the invitation to meet
was not initially embraced by the evaluator, when this did occur—alignment was secured
through discussion on each point, and through uncovering the nature of misunderstanding on
both sides. That ‘outcomes’ and ‘impacts’ had ambiguous meanings for the evaluator was
ascertained, and the department’s interests in whether the program was having a positive
impact on clients was now understood by the evaluator in terms that could be reflected into
the next version of evaluation design.
At times, staff ‘doings’ were oriented to building written or textual alignment through
instigating iterative changes to the wording, headings, structure and content of evaluation
reports. At other times, this was concentrated on inter-relational alignment through direct and
verbal communication, and by engaging in negotiation with the evaluator about what kinds of
learning would be possible, feasible and of mutual interest to include in the evaluation design.
Interestingly, inter-relational efforts to align were often evoked when textual mediums proved
insufficient to produce the desired effect. This elucidates a further policy work practice in the
branch that was also seen among team members themselves—whereby discussions and
written communication acted in tandem to clarify and reinforce messages and intentions. For
instance, when John explained and allocated the funding model task through informal
discussion, he followed this up with an email that restated and emphasised important
elements, and offered suggestions for how to embark on this work.
Despite the suggested sequential nature of alignment in this example, it would be premature
to declare that inter-relational alignment was used where textual alignment failed to resolve
misunderstandings or purposes became crossed between staff and evaluator about priorities
for evaluation, its design or implementation. Of more consequence was a mutual dialogue
around points of misalignment, rather than whether alignment was achieved through one or
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the other medium, or in what order that occurred. This can be seen with the Beryl evaluation,
when textual misalignment surfaced in receiving an inadequate draft final evaluation report,
dialogue about the issues appeared in the margins and white-space of the document as the
team revised and redacted the document to communicate their concerns—captured within
comment boxes and in ‘markup’ modifications of the text.
The nature of the misalignment in Beryl likely stemmed from the team’s preferences for the
presentation of information and a tailoring of this to the intended audience for the document
and its future use. The Amber team experienced a deeper misalignment with the purpose of
the evaluation activities and the nature of the evidence to be generated through the exercise.
In this case, the evaluator had a limited understanding of how the team planned to use the
evaluation findings in their policy work, and in the eyes of staff—had potentially approached
the task of communicating the design of the evaluation as a “tick and flick” exercise rather
than a genuine effort to align priorities for the evaluation. Meanwhile, the team’s
understanding of the feasibility of obtaining evidence and data that they desired about client
outcomes was also shown to have been inadequate.
The object of alignment, and its visibility, varied across the case studies. Staff were busy to
align interests between the department and the evaluator in how evaluation results and
findings would be perceived—both as a tangible form, and as underlying expectations. As a
vehicle to communicate what had been learned to commissioning agents such as the
department—but also to stakeholders and the public—evaluation reports were a physical
repository of knowledge and the end point and product resulting from a process of learning. In
taking an analytical stance to these documents, how information has been written, ordered
and displayed, in addition to the specific ‘evidence’ that appears—is significant for how a
report is eventually received and understood by audiences. Evaluation reports were frequently
long and detailed documents, bringing a need for communication devices to alert audiences to
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significant learnings—such as summarising and highlighting key points. While visually these
may be tailored to style preferences—research and evaluation findings are not naturally
occurring phenomenon and are more accurately understood as having been intentionally
constructed and presented; or knowingly ‘framed’ by authors or analysts in ways that would
induce desired ways of understanding by audiences. This suggests that actions by staff to
massage and curate evaluation reports intended to achieve more than clearly written
communication. Staff ensured that the rhetorical and semantic qualities of evaluation reports
were also in alignment with their evidence needs.
This process of aligning which findings were significant was not always observable. This may
have been achieved at an earlier point, or attained through implicit means. With the Beryl
evaluation, staff exhibited specific expectations for the quality and style of the draft report;
partly to prepare for the report to be accepted as credible and trustworthy by diverse
audiences. But in analysing how staff and the evaluator arrived at a shared belief about which
key findings were significant and how these should be communicated, and therefore should
have a prominent placement in the document—no outward signs could be detected to
indicate how this had been accomplished. The team communicated a strong preference for
important findings to be placed upfront in the document in an overview or summary section,
and in the form of “key messages” and “headline statistics”. There was an implicit
understanding formed that these would stand for overarching findings about the impact of the
intervention—and that these could be read as stand-alone information to provide an overall
snapshot of the report and what the evaluation had found.
In this example, staff had little feedback for the evaluator about which messages, findings or
conclusions should be included in the summary—just that this section should exist, and should
include information from all parts of the evaluation document. Although one finding had
significance above all the rest—the ‘percentage reduction in service need’ achieved by the
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intervention—exactly how this agreement had been achieved between the team and the
evaluator remained unaccounted for. It is likely that alignment of its relative importance
happened long before the draft report was delivered. This figure had been eagerly anticipated,
with this feeling communicated emphatically by the team during a catch-up discussion with
the evaluator prior to the draft report being received. Accordingly, the significance of this to
the evaluator was no surprise. Alignment may have been secured through discussions much
earlier in the evaluation process; as the team were in frequent telephone contact with the
evaluator, giving ample opportunity to jointly establish the rhetorical and symbolic significance
of this figure, and agree its value in demonstrating the overall success of the intervention.
This pre-alignment did not extend to all parts of the document. A level of contention emerged
about contextual information in the draft report that the team judged would draw negative
public commentary, or could lead to inaccurate conclusions being made. The team queried the
necessity of some parts of the report with the evaluator and requested the removal of text.
These actions were not frivolous attempts to manage public perception, although it was
important to pre-empt political risk—instead, this mitigation stemmed from the team’s review
of the validity of included information, and consequent concern for whether statements were
explicitly supported by the data collected. Additionally, the team queried whether this
information was necessary to communicate, contextualise or otherwise elucidate, the effects
of the intervention. By appealing to a rationale of methodological soundness and relevance of
information to the scope of the evaluation, this feedback was accepted by the evaluator as
valid concerns—and an acceptable compromise was able to be reached. A further massaging
of the report was also achieved through team feedback that insisted on clear communication
and structure to the document, accurate description of the methodology of the evaluation,
and through negotiation with the evaluator to remove or redraft claims that were
unsupported by the data or were primarily anecdotal. For instance, the team suggested
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practical changes such as the evaluator stating whether a claim related to an ad hoc
observation by the fieldworkers who conducted the field activities, or had derived from the
scheduled data collection activities. The team were interested in what could be learned from
the incidental observations taken by fieldworkers during the collection period, but for accuracy
felt these needed to be communicated as such within the report.
The Beryl team’s understanding of the policy issues that stemmed from their long-standing
involvements and relationships with their stakeholders—allowed them to ascertain where
information in the report seemed contrary to what they knew, or had heard from other
sources. In negotiation, the team were mindful of the evaluator’s independence over the
report and its findings, and balanced this with the requirement that the report should be an
authoritative and encapsulated source of information. Ultimately, this ensured that the report
would be accessible to audiences with varying levels of background knowledge to the
evaluation and the intervention, and the department was confident to subsequently release
this report to the public.
That the evaluation had demonstrated beyond doubt that the intervention had been
successful in reducing the ‘service need’ remedying the community issue ultimately was
perceived by both the evaluator and the team as a “double-edged sword”. Towards the end of
the review and feedback process the evaluator expressed by email, and in personal
communication, a strong concern that this success would foster a view that no further action
would be needed. This point carried equal weight with the team and the evaluator—and
further cemented a mutual view of the value of the evaluation as an important information
source, and the intervention as beneficial to community outcomes.
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7.2

Stay on track

Even with priorities for research agreed between policy makers and evaluators, keeping the
process of evidence generation, and delivery of this knowledge, on track over an extended
duration requires careful planning and monitoring at all stages. This relies on more than project
management skills, but an ability to conceive the research process in its entirety and make
informed and appropriate judgements about whether it will lead to the desired knowledge
generation. Assessing progress and managing risks to progress, while keeping activities in line
with key documentation, is critical to ensure a smooth and successful project.
--------------This chapter has begun to articulate that, for staff, generating and managing evaluation was
about attending to the processual nature of this—rather than sitting back and waiting for the
result. At times this engagement was intensive, time-consuming, and was enacted over a long
duration. The case studies showed how staff progressed evaluation and research activities and
worked to keep them on track—bringing these activities to fruition in ways that allowed
learnings to be unleashed along the way. Moreover, staff accomplished this in tandem with
their other policy work. Their expectations for what evaluation would achieve, and their
reservations, revealed some of the challenges to preparing for the usefulness of this exercise
to policy.
In thinking about doing ‘work’, and about evaluation as a discrete project—desirable work
competencies like attention to detail, time management, prioritisation of tasks and early
preparation spring to mind. While these are important qualities to achieve set goals, to unpack
this analytically, being a competent worker is no more than a launching pad for explaining and
explore staff actions. Keeping evaluation projects on track relied on staff engaging in
discussions and using these to plan, and enact, actions around key junctures in the process.
Thereby, curating situations where joint sense-making could be carried out, and practical
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aspects of dealing with emerging issues and concerns could be devised, allocated and
progressed. As structured and purposeful forms of interaction, analysis of these events
uncovers shared behaviour and patterned interaction that reveals collective values about how
policy work should be achieved, and the significance of collaborative work in policy setting.
Staff kept abreast of evaluations through harnessing key junctures in the process to instigate
joint sense-making of the learnings, and to produce convincing, persuasive arguments to
decision-makers about the contribution of evaluation learnings to their policy areas.
While project management tools and processes are useful to keep track of timelines and tasks,
and progress towards a specified end point—I argue that how staff managed evaluation
processes differed from goal-driven or productivity models. I introduce the language of
interaction points to account conceptually for these occasions when a major communication
event occurred between the team and the evaluator, and suggest that these had a material
effect on what happened next. I use junction points in combination with this idea to pinpoint
and define specific events, and their entailments, that specifically attended to making sure
evaluation knowledge would be useful and policy relevant.
Scheduled as critical delivery points in the evaluation contract, ‘milestones’ were one such
junction point, and these precipitated the delivery of a written report to the department.
Within these moments, external information and knowledge about an evaluation project
became available to teams in a concrete way for the first, or sometimes a subsequent, time.
This communicated details about the proposed conduct of an evaluation, specified early
findings or provided an update on progress. As interaction point this prompted a flurry of
activity whereby team members individually checked the textual alignment of the document,
and then initiated discussions or dialogue to progress inter-relational alignment, and planned
discrete tasks to further investigate or remedy any issues.
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In both the Amber and Beryl evaluations, bundles of activity began even with the anticipation
of a ‘milestone’ document. A preliminary meeting, to be attended by all staff who would
contribute to assessing the report, afforded a dedicated time to discuss the broader context of
the evaluation and decide on priorities for assessment and feedback to the evaluator. In
Amber, Alice was interested in documenting strengths, weaknesses and rigour of the report;
and in Beryl this assessment was oriented to assessing the description of the evaluation
methodology for how well it communicated the research and evaluation activities conducted
by the evaluation team, and how well these linked to the findings. Upon delivery of the report,
this provoked a further rallying of human resources and a renewed impetus to schedule more
meetings to carve out time to collectively digest the contents of the report. Inevitably, this
would necessitate the next wave of actions and then more meetings. At times, these
interaction points stimulated attention to matters beyond the immediate relevancy of the
evaluation. With the Beryl evaluation, the arrival of the draft report prompted the team to
think more strategically about future evidence needs, and future policy directions, and the
team embarked on assessing the evaluation against other available knowledge from the
broader policy setting and from feedback received from stakeholders. This helped to make
sure nothing had been overlooked and resulted in devising appropriate actions and allocating
them to members of the team. What this process signified for the team was a need to
consolidate information from across the policy setting, and to contextualise this with the
evaluation findings to create new sets of actions to progress their policy areas.
While others have noted how bureaucratic action itself stimulates new action (Lea 2008), the
analytical point here is not to highlight the self-serving nature of this process. It is to show that
these meetings were an occasion specifically carved out from daily activities for staff to begin
the process of sharing their thoughts, to formulate coherent assessments, agree on feedback
to the evaluator, and to identify and allocate pressing issues that needed action or further
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advice from stakeholders. This also emphasizes that evaluation work was processual in nature,
and always enacted in collective and collaborative ways. I will continue this point below.
To briefly recap, the ‘meeting’ as a type of formalised work discussion, is used to keep
evaluations on track. Interactions points are a conceptualisation of the means through which
these moments could be isolated and harnessed. Before delving further into the significance of
these events, it is essential to recognise that meetings are a way to ‘do’ work—and are not just
a forum for talking about ‘doing’ work (Freeman 2019a; Freeman 2019b; Schwartzman 1989).
Therefore, an analytical focus on meetings can help illuminate the collective, social processes
that are involved in constructing and coordinating research and evaluation, how the usefulness
of findings is actively managed, and interpretations of evidence is concurrently formed.
In both evaluations described in detail in the case studies, responsibility for the task of
managing the evaluation was formally allocated to one member of a team member. In fact,
what transpired was a collaborative and team effort. That teams worked cohesively to assess
the report and devise relevant feedback to the evaluator I have already noted, and the
significance of meetings for enabling this work to be carried out. A closer analytical look at
meetings as a collective process can discern what occurs through this interaction, discussion
and debate held within the inner sanctum of a sealed room. This was tantamount to a form of
group sense-making about the process of managing and coordinating evaluation activities, and
sense-making about the emerging source of information that would contribute to a growing
stock of information and evidence to have on hand for future reference.
This collective quality to managing evaluation was not primarily a workload remedy, or related
to a sentiment that ‘more hands make for light work’. It was also not group insurance against
mistakes, or oversight—but instead stemmed from a shared belief or value that a multiplicity
of perspectives and skills is necessary to drive evaluation processes and prepare for extracting
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and harnessing the learnings. At an institutional level, this signalled that involvement in
evaluation processes, and engagement in the learning about substantive issues connected to
policy, was an obligation and responsibility of all policy staff. At the level of the branch and
staff, this signified that evaluation as activity benefits from, and thrives with this collective
effort. Evaluation processes and activities were not best left to individuals to grapple with
alone.
That collective and team-based work infused evaluation tasks is not surprising. At its heart,
policy work requires working with close and distant colleagues, stakeholders and others across
government to build and develop mutual priorities, curate shared visions of policy agendas,
and to devise initiatives that would achieve progress towards these goals (Althaus et al. 2018).
Staff applied this same ethos and practice to their evaluation work despite fundamental
differences in timelines, urgency or political salience. Maintaining consistency of focus and to
quickly grasp information and issues is necessary in doing policy work. These qualities were
seen when staff were absent, but enabled another team member to slot into place; and
through insistence, and even conviction, that evaluation reports must be a self-contained
resource so that others can quickly gain an understanding if the need arose. Efficiency is easily
lost if critical information must be pieced together from multiple places, and evaluation
reports needed to conform to this same expectation.
In fact, many staff in the branch kept others ‘in the loop’ with a ritualistic verve. This helped to
grease communications channels, ensure that important information was not overlooked, and
that superiors and management were kept well informed. Sending key information via email
and providing progress updates at team and branch meetings were key mechanisms that staff
used to keep close colleagues informed. Alice ‘copied’ John and the Section Manager into all
her emails about the Amber evaluation. These always received a timely response—even if only
in a cursory way as a “thanks guys”, confirming that the information had been received and
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noted. When Alice was absent during the period that the evaluation plan was expected to
arrive, another team member came on board temporarily; and a briefing meeting was held to
prepare her should any action need to be taken. In policy roles, teams must work cohesively to
ensure that short deadlines can be met, and to provide prompt and agile responses to queries
and issues that emerge in their policy domain. Having ready access to relevant information,
including current evidence, is critical to do this under time pressure; and in a way that
integrates priorities and perspectives from others involved, or those who have a stake in the
policy space. Gaining support and commitment from other policy staff was necessary to
progress policy work.
Returning to the assertion that the branch recognised and valued a multiplicity and
multivocality of perspectives and skills—this confirmed an alternative meaning to the adage of
‘more hands make for light work’. To illustrate this principle—during a meeting between the
Branch Manager and a colleague with similar seniority, he told this person that my role in the
branch was of “second council” to their ongoing evaluations. As head of the branch, this
comment validates the value he attributed to gaining supplementary qualities of reasoning
and judgement—rather than additional technical or overseeing capacities. Similarly, in the
Beryl narrative, I muse at the beginning of my involvement with the team, and their
evaluation, that this was motivated by needing ‘another set of eyes’ to look over the draft
evaluation reports. This was later confirmed to me as a desire for the team to harness my
purported skills or expertise in research and evaluation to assist in bringing the evaluation to
its conclusion. Through my involvement with this evaluation, I became aware that the team
regarded these qualities as complementary to their own skills and capacities, and not in
competition with them. Members of the team each brought their own distinct policy
knowledge, skills and understanding to evaluation discussions, and these infused nuanced
conversations about the policy issues and their relevance. For instance, Brad displayed an
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attuned sense of the political sphere and its connection to policy work and the evaluation—
and Lisa was the driving force to convene and enthuse the group, and she was effective in
collating team contributions with her own into coherent narratives to communicate as
feedback to the evaluator.
Keeping evaluation processes to task, and aligning sometimes disparate priorities and
understandings across institutional—or even sub-institutional lines—was not always plain
sailing. Staff were acting to manage evaluation activities alongside competing priorities and
tasks that had more immediacy to their policy and program responsibilities. Policy work is
often urgent and time-sensitive, and these tasks frequently needed to take precedence over
evaluation work. This produced a tension for staff when combining the managing and
progressing of evaluation projects with their substantive duties. While attending to multiple
duties is a core capability in policy roles, this trade-off between meeting organisational
objectives and managing evaluation to the standard staff aspired to, was not easily resolved.
For instance, in an email communication from Lisa she laments her failure to progress the
mapping exercise connected to the evaluation in a timely manner, writing “actually, I consider
it one of my main priorities, but all this other bureaucracy is holding me back!”. The Section
Manager of the Coral team similarly expresses that “if I hadn’t been so flat out on other
firefighting I would have enjoyed spending more time on this work!” as comment on the policy
intent mapping project. These remarks tell of the frustration experienced by policy staff, at
times, with incompatible priorities; and that some work that comes under the policy umbrella
does not help to progress core responsibilities. The result was that evaluation and research
work was often accorded a lower priority in face of these competing demands.
To summarise, while meetings were held at key points in the process to collectively digest
evaluation reports, other practices helped attend to what needed to happen at discrete points
in the process. Written documents such as ‘milestones’, and interaction points functioned as
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strategic events along the way; and provided critical junctures for staff to concentrate their
focus on what was being delivered, or to examine the promise of what would still come. Along
with making sure that evaluations met, or would meet, specified aims and objectives according
to the commissioning documentation; active involvement by staff in the process enabled a
shaping and a tinkering of evidence production. This reduced the likelihood that the eventual
report would be considered incomplete, unreliable or inaccessible to diverse audiences.
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7.3

Address evidence needs

Policy staff rely on a range of information sources to explore policy issues under their remit,
ultimately to develop credible and impartial advice for decision-makers and progress their
responsibilities. Commonly, policy questions exist for which relevant evidence does not yet
exist, and while policy makers are expected to make do with partial and incomplete
information, and are comfortable doing this—commissioning or contracting external expertise
is an option for directly building the evidence base and to address evidence needs. Applying
resulting knowledge to policy processes still requires appropriate judgement and skill to
elucidate policy solutions, and evidence rarely provides unequivocal answers.
--------------The previous sections discussed that how staff managed the process of research and
evaluation had a bearing on the relevance of information that was generated, and that this can
be enhanced through their efforts to align priorities for evidence production and its written
outputs. In this sub-chapter, I rewind a view on evaluation and research in the branch to the
inception and development stage to offer insights about teams’ hopes and expectations for
what evaluation and research would achieve or enable, and to explore some of the practical
aspects to prioritising evidence needs. I look closely at the practices of staff to construct and
coordinate research and evidence to improve the availability of information that could address
policy knowledge gaps.
Through examining the underlying premise of how staff understood evidence generation, I
argue that through building the evidence base by commissioning evaluation and research
activities, staff do not expect this effort to transform into comprehensive, compelling, and
unequivocal evidence. Nor do they expect to receive clear pathways about what advice should
follow, or which policy options should be recommended to decision makers. Instead, I contend
that staff acted to build knowledge coherence across their policy domains—and draw together
consolidated understandings that spanned their policy entanglements. Research and evidence
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is considered one of the many sources of information relevant to policy formulation, and one
part of wider efforts to construct a relevant knowledge base upon which to rely; amidst
recognised limits to the applicability of evidence for devising responses to policy questions and
dilemmas.
I begin this analysis by posing first an unfettered vision that staff engaged in research and
evaluation generation to build the evidence base. Entertaining this concept briefly helps to
distinguish where staff expectations, and hopes, deviated from evidence-based policy norms.
Building the evidence base aligned with institutional interests to direct knowledge production
along policy and program lines to better understand the impacts of government actions and
activities. To this point, staff intentions did not deviate from those of the department—as staff
defined and articulated policy-relevant questions and generated evidence to satisfy this need.
In the Amber case study, staff were engaged in building the evidence base to inform an
articulated policy agenda of what impact services were having on clients. The commissioned
evaluation directly addressed this agenda through first building the capacity of services to
collect and utilise client data, and then to capture these impacts. In a similar fashion, the Beryl
team had a specific mandate to generate evidence that would demonstrate whether the
intervention had reduced the service need and improved community outcomes—and this
evidence materialised as expected. Through this high-level view, these actions emerge as an
uncomplicated exercise through which the stock of knowledge grew, or was enhanced, about
services and interventions to improve outcomes, and to identify ‘what works’ in government
intervention.
In looking a little closer, however, cracks in this narrative begin to form. This begins with the
realisation, also shared by staff in the branch, that evidence is not an unequivocal or
unambiguous form of information. The value of research evidence or its use is not self-evident,
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but requires interpretation of its application through employing appropriate judgement to
determine relevance and fit with the policy question, and in determining its relative weight to
other forms of information and knowledge available within the policy domain. Leaving to one
side arguments about the intrinsic nature of scientific enquiry and how this is represented and
communicated—the point here is that transferability, applicability and generalisability of
research knowledge are judgements that need to be formed and applied by staff to make
sense of how evidence can be used to clarify policy issues, or to suggest solutions or
resolutions for policy dilemmas.
The Beryl team expended substantial effort to generate evidence through the evaluation, and
staff deliberated their future research needs in combination with digesting the learnings in the
draft report. They balanced what was offered through the research proposal they had received
against options for continuing or modifying the evaluation activities. While Lisa was unsure of
the value of the research proposal due to its narrow scope and incommensurate high price tag,
she was also ambivalent about recommending that the evaluation be repeated under its
current guise. The ‘Pandoras Box’ opened by the research proposal revealed a myriad of
considerations that need to be brought to bear to make an appropriate judgement about
future evidence needs, and to deliberate possible ways to fulfil that. This assessment was
made possible through Lisa and the team’s comprehensive knowledge of available research
and data and what evidence gaps existed in this area—but also required them to weigh up the
value and utility of specific findings, but that had a narrow scope. For instance, being able to
pinpoint geographic areas or communities that had benefited from the intervention, or
needed refinement to their suite of activities—was weighed against the need for overall
generalisability of the findings and a wide applicability to the overall success of the
intervention. Knowing whether, in general, the evaluation was having the desired impact on

Page 191

community outcomes was an important message, but this may have had a limited bearing on
what was happening at the local level.
A ready conclusion is that, for staff, specificity and scale were important to consider when
generating research and evaluation activities, and when assessing and predicting how
appliable findings would be to answer different policy questions. Findings that are very narrow
in geographic or demographic scope may be limited in answering very general policy
questions. Alternatively, evaluation findings which claim positive impacts across multiple
domains can stretch credibility, and be taken as tokenistic evidence that misrepresents the
association between policy actions and policy outcomes. ‘What works’ needs to be determined
at different scales, both to understand general trends, but also to locate finer-grained
understanding about the specific conditions in which it takes place.
Staff engaged in processes of prioritisation of their evidence needs to ensure that the most
pressing policy questions would be addressed in light of finite budgets to achieve this. Formal
institutional processes and technical expertise helped to structure that effort; but prior to that
point, staff worked to ascertain the appetite for particular knowledge pathways. They did this
through canvassing views across the department and testing if a mutual understanding of its
value could be reached. Similar to the earlier assertion that general policy practices are utilised
in evaluation work, garnering wide support was a crucial part of the prioritisation process. This
is similar to how policy development relies on building alignment around desired policy
directions and agendas, and is collectively achieved through seeking influence throughout the
policy system.
With the Beryl team, the case study showed that part of their deliberations about whether to
pursue the research proposal involved seeking advice and feedback from other teams in the
branch to gain wider endorsement. That other teams responded with lukewarm interest
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indicated that no common understanding of the potential for this research proposal to better
understand policy issues that aligned with their policy area could be forged. This contributed
to a view in the team that the proposal did not offer the most relevant, or necessary, answers
to their policy questions.
The question of value for money in research and evaluation commissioning was another item
considered by staff on multiple levels. The Beryl team weighed up a continuation of the
evaluation against the research proposal—and both were seen as constituting poor costbenefit. This was not an absolute concern with the budgeted cost, although funding reserved
for these activities was finite and competitive, but Lisa’s concern was primarily with the
quantum of evidence based on a small number of participants relative to the high costs to
undertake evaluation and research activities. As this work involved hard to access remote
areas and communities with low population densities and large distances between them—on a
per-head basis, to fund a demonstration of positive outcomes through these activities seemed
unbalanced. While the ‘Pandora’s Box’, which opened through the appearance of the research
proposal, would have offered more flexibility than the evaluation to tailor lines of enquiry that
were closer aligned with the team’s interests to investigate anecdotal accounts of recent
changes to the nature of the community or service need, an important consideration was also
to manage political perspectives of the intervention and what it was still achieving. There was
a perceived, but very real, risk that in ceasing the evaluation a conclusion could follow that the
intervention was no longer needed. The team were very aware of the symbolic importance of
the evaluation in “maintaining a memory” to keep the issue visible and on the political agenda,
and that evaluating the intervention was crucial to maintain this demonstration of its need and
the resultant impact. The team’s involvement with this policy area over a long duration had
contributed to their strong support that the intervention be continued, with an associated
consequence that the evaluation must also be continued.
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Further efforts in prioritisation brings the Coral team into view. Although the scoping phase of
the evaluation connected to the policy mapping project was not described in the case studies,
having occurred several months earlier; this helps to further clarify how staff perceived
prioritisation. That political priorities and changes in the external environment influence staff
assessments of their evidence needs is illustrated through the unsuccessful attempts to scope
a new evaluation by a different team. Before the branch restructure occurred this team had
carriage of drafting the preliminary concept that was needed for the evaluation to gain
traction, and be prioritised for funding through the institutional process. Despite a superficial
appearance at the time that the technical aspects to crafting the parameters of the evaluation
were the barrier to progressing it, ultimately the uncertainty in the future direction of the
policy with upcoming changes to legislation and regulation, coupled with a potential reduction
in political support, rendered staff efforts to clarify evaluation questions and methodologies
futile. While this illustrates a strong connection between institutional and staff processes to
prioritise evaluation, and the need to connect this to current or future policy needs for
information and evidence—perspectives about prioritisation could still differ between staff
and the department. The Coral team, irrespective of whether the policy initiative would
continue to have support from the minister or be discontinued, still felt a mandate to
investigate the effectiveness of the intervention.
The influence of political agenda setting on the prioritisation of evaluation activities has been
illustrated through the case studies. Taking Beryl as example, this showed that the evaluation
of the intervention was partly enacted to produce evidence that would support and justify
investments in their policy area. This principle is also echoed in the Amber case study in which
the evaluation drew partially from the premise of uncertainty about the value of the current
investment. Evaluation provided a manner to either confirm, or negate, the investment.
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The significance, and utility, of structured digestion of new learnings could also vary among
team members—and the Amber case study provides a telling example of this variation. As
Alice prepared to receive the draft report that would outline the proposed evaluation design,
in talking through what needed to happen next, a key priority for her was to document an
assessment of the incoming report or ‘deliverable’. As interaction point, this was a necessary
kick-start to the process that would result in disbursing the contractually specified payment to
the evaluator for work delivered. When evaluation is viewed as a learning process first and
foremost, rather than management of a ‘deliverable’, payment for the work produced is more
likely experienced as anticipation of knowledge, rather than a transactional step derived from
the activity.
Analytically, this example points to Alice’s perception of the evaluation at that point as an
administrative and contractual process in need of careful monitoring to meet departmental
objectives. Her concern was to avoid a delay of the scheduled payment to the evaluator, and
to make sure that the assessment was inscripted for posterity or ‘documented’. Only later, by
working through the hiccups in managing the evaluation and aligning its priorities, and through
her concurrent experiences with the advisory group; did the evaluation offer concrete
significance about the organisations and their models of service delivery, and offer knowledge
which could build her understanding. Alice’s stance likely reveals that the purpose of
evaluation as generating knowledge can easily take on secondary importance if one’s
immediate involvements are not enriched by this learning. In this case, Alice’s primary policy
responsibilities or duties did not connect closely with the issues explored in the evaluation—
and there was no obvious application of what the evaluation would produce beyond a general
learning and development experience in this policy area. In contrast, a desire for what the
evaluation would reveal as learning came through strongly for John and the Section Manager
of the Amber team who were involved more intensively with the broader policy issues
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connected to the evaluation, and had opportunity to engage in strategic discussions that could
benefit from higher level learning aspirations, such as how to make the transition to an
outcomes-based funding system.
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CHAPTER 8

CONDUCT AND CONSULT

Staff conduct research themselves and consult the disseminated learnings from existing
research to analyse policy issues and develop advice to government.
==========
In this chapter I progress away from the activities surrounding the generation and
management of research and evaluation in the branch, changing the focus of analysis from
action around the activity of external ‘others’—such as evaluators and external researchers—
to what staff themselves were engaged in doing. While keeping in mind the possibility that
research conducted by staff may refer to a different set of activities when compared to
academic research, or enacted with different expectations or aims—I focus now on ‘researchlike’ processes during which staff conducted and consulted research through sourcing,
collating and combining external information to generate knowledge, understanding or insight
relevant to their work.
I focus on two kinds of activities that staff engaged in to immerse in external research and
evidence. First, ‘policy analysis’ as a set of professional analytical practices—mobilised around
a discrete project or policy question. Second, the more informal efforts of staff to become
informed about their policy area in more opportunistic, less structured or unplanned ways.
The intent and purpose of these two activities is explored here, examined through the lens
that being informed is a core expectation of doing policy work, and through an analysis of what
staff do to construct internal policy documents that are produced from staff engagement with
research and evidence. I examine these activities and actions against the expectation that
multiple sources of information are used in policy work to craft policy advice and devise policy
options. This sheds further light on the local meanings of research and evidence to staff in the
branch, and how they worked to make information available to the policy process.
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8.1

Be informed

Policy work involves brokering and trading information. Policy staff require frequent, reliable
and up-to-date information to enable them to take appropriate actions and to provide
trustworthy and timely advice to decision makers.
--------------Across the teams, staff in the branch conducted or consulted research specifically to locate
evidence or information. In doing so, they aimed to achieve a range of objectives—formulate
responses, answers or solutions to a current policy question, dilemma or problem, develop
policy positions or provide support to drafting policy advice. In all cases, this was to construct
and strengthen a case or argument and to communicate, or enhance, their understanding of
policy issues. At the general end of the spectrum, research was used to gain an overview of
what was known about an issue of interest, and to find out specifically ‘what works’ to develop
a policy proposal. Staff engaged in these kinds of activities either as part of a discrete project,
or as incidental activity when useful within their overall repertoire of actions to satisfy the
information needs involved in doing policy work. As this entailed developing advice to decision
makers about potential courses of action and their likely consequences—research and
evidence formed part and parcel of this core process of producing policy options and
substantiating claims. In short, being informed is a crucial part of being in a policy role, and
research and evidence forms one type of information routinely accessed to gain such
awareness.
The ubiquitous nature of staff engagement with research and evidence could be seen best
through daily, mundane occurrences. Staff circulated academic papers and received others in
return when the topic was deemed to be of “interest”, or otherwise connected to their policy
areas. Academic research, and the knowledge it conveys, was a common topic of discussion at
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team meetings and during impromptu interactions among staff. Staff attended key
conferences and the knowledge they gained was shared as learnings with others upon
returning to the office—either through short email summaries, or more interactively through
discussion and reflection in lunchtime seminars. This sharing of knowledge was an expectation
upon being selected to attend external events. Personal delivery of research findings was
facilitated through the department regularly inviting experts to present at internal seminars
and workshops and staff participated routinely in these events. Suffice it to say that staff were
well informed about the latest research, had knowledge about which academics and
universities had expertise in their policy area; and staff would readily refer to individual
academics, research groups and organisations and to significant research projects or findings
during conversation. A lack of access to research as a source, or resource, was not an issue;
and staff were well equipped to search for, and locate, academic disseminations relevant to
their work—and then to make sense of what was being communicated.
The most significant barrier to engaging with research in the branch was a lack of time. This
often meant that academic papers were shunned in favour of media articles canvassing main
points. Instead of using academic search engines to locate peer-reviewed research, the most
useful tools or methods for staff to find research of interest, and gain an overview of the main
findings; was through doing a quick Google search, having an impromptu chat with a
colleague, or checking daily media reports.
A sense of the kinds of policy questions that occupied the minds of staff when searching for
information comes through in the case studies. For Coral, a sub-team embarked on a discrete
policy analysis project to find when, and how, the policy intent had deviated from its original
purpose—and they planned to use this to determine or clarify what an appropriate
government involvement should be in this policy area. This project was instigated to address
the policy risk resulting from the realisation that “the view was that there was no view” on
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what that involvement should be, and with the knowledge that stakeholders would begin to
“ask questions”. While this is an illustration of where research was conducted, and used, to
inform options for future policy development, rather than to locate specific evidence of ‘what
works’ or to build general understanding—what it also confirms that having no ‘view’ was not
acceptable, and the importance of anticipating emerging or future information needs, such as
in response to ‘questions’ that would be asked.
The latest academic papers, and disseminations from key research projects were sought after
and were considered necessary to engage with. Yet, more often than not, these sources
fulfilled a general requirement and desire for staff to become informed about what evidence
was available and ascertain the state of the evidence base, rather than a quest to find and
deploy nuggets of expert evidence. Being ‘in the know’ was frequently more important than
having an in-depth understanding of any particular items of academic research or discrete
study.
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8.2

Produce policy options

Policy staff routinely construct policy advice and proposals and draft policy recommendations
for decision makers. Information, including research and evaluation evidence, is a core
ingredient in this process. Policy analysis offers a methodology, rationale and set of tools to
collect information to address a substantial policy issue. Routine consultation with research
and evidence occurs as needed within this process, but information derived from government
practice provides a core resource when the goal is to produce practical and feasible policy
options.
--------------‘Policy analysis’ is often assumed to be equivalent to an objective and rational process
whereby data and other forms of evidence and analysis are assembled to produce unequivocal
answers to policy questions. The case studies have highlighted deviation from this model, and
shown what is entailed in undertaking policy analysis from another perspectives. In normative
models, techniques such as cost-benefit analysis and economic modelling are core activities—
but within this version, the persuasive and rhetorical value of information used to draft advice
to government is easily lost, and there is little room for inclusion of less structured or
inquisitive-driven exploration of policy issues and dilemmas. While cost-benefit analysis can be
used in nuanced ways, this understanding highlights the implicit task that staff collect, collate
and condense information to produce policy advice and construct policy briefs that would
present as balanced and convincing arguments to support policy options under consideration.
This task is not about assembling best evidence through the use of recognised methodical
techniques.
For the Amber team, the purpose of their major project was to analyse relevant issues and
generate advice on several options for reforming the funding system. Ultimately, this was to
satisfy insecurity in the government’s “investment” and to devise an approach to reforming the
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funding system that would prioritise client outcomes over service or delivery outputs. This
exercise was connected to the ongoing evaluation which sought to improve the quality and
supply of data about client outcomes, but also focused heavily on information drawn from the
policy environment, and from government sources about what kinds of government
mechanisms could be put in place—consequently, this was not primarily a quest for evidence
contained in existing academic sources. In embarking on the evaluation, the team already
knew that the evidence they sought did not exist, and the evaluation was a direct means to
remedy this. Similarly, as the Beryl evaluation was slowly reaching its conclusion and becoming
enriched with empirical evidence and research knowledge; in considering the research
proposal that arrived concurrently, the team were faced with assessing what policy questions
they would most like to explore against a realisation that multiple gaps still existed but a single
research project could only generate a portion of the understanding they desired.
With the scene set for why staff would seek out and engage with research, looking more
closely to the ‘doings’, or practices associated with this; makes it possible to outline recurring
habits that staff exhibited in the search for information and examine their expectations for
what this would enable or contribute. The first notable habitual practice concerns the type of
information that was held in high regard by staff, and reveals that the first point of call was to
locate existing answers or approaches generated by other government agencies, jurisdictions
and sectors. As ‘go to’ information this contrasts with an anticipation that the latest, or most
reputable, research would be attributed high priority; and the process would primarily involve
staff assembling evidence to generate new understanding or insight. In the Amber project,
John’s instructions, and the team’s own initial efforts to analyse relevant issues, concentrated
on locating funding models already in existence in other states or territories, or from sectors
with comparable circumstances or issues. Other sources of information, including research
literature, were valued to augment this—but there was an expectation that government
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sources would contain the desired information needed to construct, and communicate,
options for alternative ways to allocate funding.
Similarly, that government-authored documents tend to prioritise knowledge from other
government-authored documents was also seen in the Coral policy mapping project. As
articulated at the beginning to the process, the skeleton of this document was to include the
“original [policy] objective and funding, significant policy shifts/funding injections,
evaluations/performance audits, changes in [funded organisation] operations…”. This
demonstrates that an understanding of previous government actions was of most use to
planning new ones—rather than academic research which infrequently contains discussion of
government priorities, or articulates possible actions and mechanisms for how to achieve
them.
Reflecting on the preference for staff to prioritise government reports and documents,
suggests that this was not only considered to be an accessible, credible and trustworthy
source—but it was deemed to comprise, or embody, a form of information and understanding
that was simultaneously comprehensible, appropriate and deployable. Written already to
particular conventions, and paying due attention to specific concerns of interest to
government such as articulating the policy risks, specifying the advantages and disadvantages
of policy options, and flagging unintended consequences—government documents compared
favourably to academic research for which the relevance to the policy concerns at hand must
often still be decoded. As explored in Chapter 7, evidence itself was frequently considered too
narrowly construed to be considered applicable to policy that impacts on general or large
populations, or relies on overarching or general principles. Using ‘policy speak’, government
documents are already written using particular, and expected, conventions in style and
wording. If a solution is already in existence, then staff effort to conduct research was
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concentrated to locating this, and then assessing its relevance and applicability to the policy
situation at hand.
For staff, the value of a particular source derived from how well it addressed current policy
concerns, rather than methodological rigour, representativeness, or other such academic
measures of quality or robustness. John had hoped that the task of writing the Aranda funding
paper could be streamlined, and that the state model example would offer a suitable blueprint
from which to construct a funding model. Through assessing different models, the task of
assembling the desired product from existing sources would be rendered executable and the
method viewed as reasonable and responsible. My approach to this task that focused on
deconstructing available models and then assess components as parts of the whole—rather
than evaluating the models intact—was regarded by John and Sally as unusual, and perhaps
unnecessary policy analysis practice.
The idea that government documents are written in ‘policy speak’ is interesting to return to in
order to examine whether distinctive features related to style, language and format can be
discerned and their intrinsic purpose. By analysing these through a lens of what staff do to
produce internal documents, embedded meanings can be drawn out that related to what
documents are expected to achieve and how they matter in the process of developing policy
options. Beginning with the Amber case study, this detailed how John guided development of
the funding model document by issuing iterative instructions about its length in line with his
expectations for what level of detail should be included. From an initial opening bid of ten
pages, this increased to thirty pages after review of the first draft—but with an added feature
of an executive summary. Subsequently, a short stand-alone overview document of one to two
pages was requested, before scaling this down to an unfulfilled request for a one-paragraph
summary. These revisions reflected John’s desire to balance depth and detail of the issues with
breadth, greater accessibility and clarity about the key “take-outs”. The appropriate length was
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not an indiscriminate variable, but was in direct relationship with the need to keep the
document succinct, but encompass enough detail and analysis to explore both substantive
issues related to funding the sector equitably, and technical mechanisms or tools for doing this
in practice. As salient issues began to take shape, through review of the draft documents and
in-person discussion of the issues, John adjusted his length estimates to accommodate his own
increasing understanding. This adjustment enabled him to judge which lines of enquiry to
pursue and to increase the scope and detail of the document to examine these issues more
comprehensively. Importantly, he did this with the knowledge that, over time, longer
document formats would contain the necessary parts for a more succinct and versatile
account.
These efforts to shape the document’s length start to take on additional significance against
the earlier discussion about a document having an intended readership and audience.
Undertaken as ‘policy analysis’, the intended audience for this activity was the work team and
their immediate superiors. Pitched as a devise to explore issues and inform possible course of
action, it did not require condensed information or need to be written to a high degree of
certainty. Of more importance was to attend to articulating policy options and crafting a set of
recommendations and a supporting rationale for what has been presented. A policy discussion
document is not a passive communication device, but is expected to form a defensible
argument to persuade and influence colleagues, stakeholders or management. Using multiple
document formats, multiple audiences may be reached. In Chapter 7 the policy process was
discussed as involving policy staff seeking influence and support across operational areas, and
upwards to management. This pattern illustrates and confirms that the first hurdle for a policy
analysis document was to gain the support of the Branch Manager for the advice and
recommendations outlined within. As the first in a line of senior managers, the Branch
Manager was only the first cab off the rank. Subsequent support needed to be sought by
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moving progressively through the management layers until a decision could, or would, be
made—and then further action initiated. In reaching higher heights, acceptance for the
document to wage a long, discursive, argument but without clear direction would fade. As
suggested by the Section Manager of the Coral team in reference to the policy mapping
project, the document being constructed should “deliver some key messages up front—this will
make an excellent platform for taking the policy discussions forward”. The important
observation is that, in doing this, each time the written advice needed to transform—notably
to become shorter, more direct and be written with more certainty and purpose. This process
required staff to select, combine and condense appropriate evidence and information and turn
these into concrete and actionable guidance, advice and recommendations. The discrete
messages designed to be ‘up front’ in the document were expected to derive from multiple
policy relevant sources, not just evidence from research.
Zooming in to the Beryl team at the point the group prepared advice to different levels of
management to accompany the finalised evaluation report shows that only minimal
information was able to be included. In a typical policy brief as little as “three dot points” may
only be accommodated within the document. How staff assured that these dot points were
the ‘right’ ones, is well illustrated by how the team discussed and agreed what “key points”
each level of decision makers “would want to know”, and then settled on the specific wording
through email. Again, the interpretation that inter-relational efforts by the team worked to
translate into textual alignment in the resulting brief rings true. This example additionally
shows how the originally prepared brief needed to be amended to adapt to the specific
information and communication preferences of the minister. With a changed audience came
new expectations for the balance of background information, specific evidence from the
evaluation and formulated advice from the team within the ministerial brief.
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In considering the role and fit of evidence and research to the task of evaluating different
options, the case studies show that the most credible or recent research relevant to the issues
may not be equivalent to, or lead to, producing a better product. As the goal of the exercise
was to articulate the advantages and disadvantages of presented options, identify policy risks,
express the ‘opportunity costs’ of taking no action, or unintended consequences and policy
implications—research and evidence was not the only useful type of information. For example,
in the Amber team case study, the policy analysis exercise aimed to sketch out a scenarios or
options that led to a set of recommendations for what action should follow, or how to proceed
with the funding model. The formulated advice was explicit in suggesting the consequences of
each option presented, including the option to take no action and leave the current funding
model and mechanism intact. This drew extensively from other government documents, and
relied more on staff judgement in discerning feasible and appropriate future trajectories, than
an ability to apply research and evidence to policy thinking.
In summary, that staff melded different types and sources of information came from the
expectation that staff use a variety of resource to produce options or scenarios in relation to a
policy issue or decision, or to recommend a desired course of action. For staff, attending to
these dimensions relied on an ability to craft a solid and supported rationale to frame advice
and recommendations, rather than skills in assembling the strongest or latest evidence.
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CHAPTER 9

CONSOLIDATE AND CONTEXTUALISE

The ‘doings’ and ‘knowings’ associated with the efforts to construct, coordinate, conduct and
consult with research and evidence—constitute the various ways that staff consolidate
information and contextualise the learnings against their policy responsibilities.
==========
Analysis in the previous two chapters outlined the practices of staff to construct and
coordinate research and evidence, and to conduct research through consulting existing
sources. Conceptually, these can be coupled together as representing discrete ways that
research knowledge moves into the policy setting from outside it. This puts a focus on staff
directing and facilitating this effort, and engaging in enquiry processes to answer major policy
questions, or to address everyday policy concerns.
How research and evidence become interwoven with the policy process and rendered
actionable—rather than relevant and accessible—has been less closely scrutinised. I do this
now by framing the following analysis with two interrelated questions: First, what do staff ‘do’
to build expertise across their policy area, consolidate research and evidence, and use it within
the policy process. Second, what do staff ‘do with’ this knowledge; including how it becomes
embodied within the documents that they generate. This differs from Chapter 8 in which I
examined ‘how’ do staff engage with research and ‘why’—or otherwise their local motivations
and expectations for doing this in the context of what individual or collective functions this
serves.
I argue that staff ‘doings’ are analytically connected to their ‘knowings’. In tandem, this forms
a kind of expertise that merges knowledge with practical and operational proficiency. That
actors behave in pragmatic ways consistent with their role and function is not negated, nor
that staff interactions with research must align with institutional forms of learning and mould
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to required forms of action. Examining and interpreting the meanings of the material forms
that contain and communicate learnings from research, elucidates how staff engage in
contextualising and consolidating knowledge—showing that this was interwoven with their
policy involvements and team processes.
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9.1

Generate policy action

The making of policy requires staff to consolidate information and knowledge to develop policy
proposals to government, manage the implementation of successful initiatives and to review
and assess effectiveness. While research and evaluation help to inform these processes—policy
making is action oriented, inseparable from the requirement to define concrete solutions and
articulate feasible and practical policy mechanisms that achieve stated goals and priorities of
government.
--------------The case studies and analysis so far has shown that research can fulfil a number of purposes
for policy staff—from forming dot-points in a policy brief to creating general knowledge that
merges with the analytical and conceptual dimensions to policy work. I have discussed some of
the ways that staff source and use research, drawing attention to the need to work to
overarching requirements and to comply with the constraints of operating within the wider
policy setting. What has been only minimally explored is how engagement with research and
evidence facilitates and progresses policy work—in contrast to understanding the knowledge
aspects that derive from this. In this section I introduce the idea that research and evidence is
used tactically and strategically to initiate or sustain what I call ‘policy action’. By this I mean
policy staff use this to foster purposeful acts that are core facilitators to ‘doing’ policy work.
That generating ‘policy action’ is an explicit intention of staff conducting research and analysis
to produce written outputs, is well illustrated by the Coral case study and their policy mapping
project. In this process staff first articulated policy questions, and then located relevant
sources to formulate plausible answers. This contributed to policy development through
building general understanding on topics of interest, locating key evidence and ‘being
informed’ about the policy issue. The construction of two separate documents—the program
logic and the final discussion paper—fulfilled a purpose beyond documenting this
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understanding in a format amenable to communicating these messages to others. The purpose
of the discussion paper was stated plainly by the Section Manager towards the conclusion of
the drafting process, that it “tightens the focus into areas we can then move to ‘actions’”. This
suggests that the document itself—as distinct from the learnings it contained—was to funnel
attention along desirable ways of understanding the policy issue through creating an intrinsic
link between the document and subsequent steps in the process. Other examples support this
conclusion and further suggest that a range of direct actions could follow from document
creation, such as to align policy intent across government and stakeholders and inform
upcoming legislative and regulatory changes. In the short-term, this document was likely to be
used as a “starting point” for conversation with the Branch Manager and to “get some clarity
from [him] about what he is willing to move forward on in this space”. That this document
presented a range of options or scenarios along with recommendations and their rationale is
significant, as this would inform the Branch Manager about relevant issues connected to the
policy issue using argumentation and persuasion to construct and present information about
concrete actions from which he could choose.
The paving of a “way forward” by the document itself was emphasised several times by staff
members in the team, further demonstrating a shared action-frame to this work. Upon
conclusion of the project, and despite these concrete intentions—the project concluded on a
sceptical note. Due to changes in management the Section Manager cautioned her team not to
expect this work to be “high on [the new Branch Manager’s] list of priorities – there is no
external driver to make work in this space imperative”. This is a reminder that despite careful
planning of potential policy actions, in the absence of action-facilitators, referred to by staff as
‘policy drivers’ or ‘policy levers’—the document drafted by the team and the knowledge it
generated was not likely to have any immediate impact on policy development. For staff, this
realisation was second nature and policy change accepted as occurring during short periods of
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opportunity, or ‘policy windows’, that can shut as quickly as they open. Policy proposals
frequently move to a metaphorical holding shelf and are plucked back up again when
circumstances change.
This example exemplifies that research, and analysis of research by staff, helped to guide
policy-relevant understanding along desired knowledge pathways and ensured that it
identified pathways that are amendable to policy actions. What this suggests is that the
knowledge generated through policy analysis and document generation is not only intended
for general enlightenment, but actively carves out knowledge-to-action bridges that can
subsequently be pursued and utilised to move policy development to a next stage.
I build further on this idea through highlighting another example of research being viewed by
staff as action focused. Recall that during a Coral team meeting the Section Manager
confirmed that research is about “what you do with it…[as it] tells you something that you
know intuitively”. This leads to a conclusion that staff did not engage in substantial research
effort and analysis without having a good idea from the outset of the specific, and concrete,
purpose it would be used for. This comment further emphasises that research was useful as
way to confirm existing and tacit knowledge held by staff—and that evidence, configured
narrowly as research findings or data, was not the most valued aspect. This sentiment is
echoed again through how the team constructed the policy mapping document. Once the
major policy shifts had been tabulated, no further research or evidence was needed to
strengthen or improve understanding that the policy in question had indeed drifted away from
its original intention. The Section Manager commented, “consider this one done! I think it hits
the mark”. Simply knowing that change had occurred, with some evidence of this trend
documented, was sufficient to embark on the desired policy actions to re-establish the original
policy intent. The judgement that the analysis had reached its conclusion shows that what
could be achieved in the future was of most importance; not in reaching a depth of analysis

Page 212

about what had occurred in the past and was no longer amenable to correction. More, or
better, evidence about this policy deviance would not have changed the intended course—
instead, identifying which department had a legitimate policy remit in this area, and
constructing a narrative to bring to discussion would be more likely to result in a future policy
adjustment.
This analysis is beginning to suggest that internal documents drafted by policy staff using
research and evidence in combination with other sources of information, is not only to inform
or enlighten others of available evidence and information, or communicate analysis of this.
Instead, often documents serve a symbolic role as ‘conversation starter’ or ‘talking piece’. I
argue that this is an implicit purpose of policy analysis and its textual manifestations.
In both the Amber and Coral projects, staff had planned to use the resulting document to gain
management’s attention and to foster interest in a policy issue identified by their team. With
the Corral team, after circulating the first draft of the document, the acting Section Manager
communicated that:
we are likely to use this as a bit of a starting point as we are a few steps away from progressing
anything to [Branch Manager] yet and need to think about how we engage him on [the policy
issue].

While similar to the earlier vignette that emphasised “clarity” in moving forward, this
highlights the multi-step nature of the action to follow, and a need to attend to the method to
“engage him”. The document provided a “starting point” that still required “steps” to
“progress” towards “engagement” with the Branch Manager, or an initial foray into deciding
what to do next. Here, the document is a textual device to purse inter-relational alignment—
becoming both a material and conceptual bridge towards elusive “next steps”. This sentiment
is echoed in a subsequent response by another member of the team via email, saying that the
document is “a great platform to start talking to [the Branch Manager]”. This adds further
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credence to a contention that a document is indeed a vehicle for action, or a prop, as well as a
source of policy knowledge. That the document is described as a “platform” is an apt analogy
suggesting a solid and stable position is needed from which to build alignment of interests in
the policy issue, and then to follow this step with action. Some next steps were already in
planning, as the Section Manager already decided that the program logic document could aid
upcoming inter-governmental discussion. This tool was to be the centrepiece in initiating a
broader process of liaising across government to explore if, and on what basis, joint priorities
could be forged and pursed around the desired policy intent.
Yet which actions should follow on from policy documents was not always known upfront. The
act of analysing information from different sources during the process is also how actions can
materialise, and courses of action be realised. Staff often engaged in a process of “puzzling”.
This hints at the intellectual aspects to policy analysis and emphasises that this was not
enacted through collecting relevant information and presenting this in an orderly, but
undigested, format. In the Coral case study, the program logic document became a key tool for
understanding the relationship between different elements and information sources to each
other, with the comment made by a team member “that way we can see [the funded
organisation] as a piece of the puzzle and where they fit (or should fit)? And how they align
with what we are trying to achieve”. This suggests that staff were both trying to sketch the
outlines of how the policy had changed, as a mystery to be unravelled through carefully
reassembling key information—but also evaluating this against what future policy “should be”.
This process had a strategic intent, and aimed to determine the intersections among
components in the program logic and how these relate to the policy domain and contribute to
future action. How evidence fits into this puzzle was hinted at, but not explained—only that in
addressing still unanswered questions, this “perhaps requires more looking at the evidence
base etc.”
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Further symbolic appeal of the material document comes through in the Section Manager’s
comment on the program logic, exclaiming that “this is great to have on paper”. These words
can be taken to mean that, irrespective of the messages contained within, this document was
important to have in possession—capturing a future potential to unleash action. As
mentioned, the project concluded at a point that the Section Manager felt that sufficient
information had been unearthed to answer the policy question, and that more information or
evidence would not serve any additional purpose. In other words, the document had, for now,
reached its full potential.
While discussion documents, such as those produced through sustained policy analysis, were
frequently the means for action—another common type of document was routinely produced
by staff in the branch. These were known, and widely referred to, as a “one pager”—with the
process and intention of the resulting product universally understood as being to consolidate
current or existing information that could be drawn on later. In effect, these too encapsulate
future potential. The need for a “one pager” invariably emerged during the course of team
meetings, with the stimulus to begin drafting one in response to an upcoming issue or event,
or from a new insight gained from reading a research publication. Its preparation was typically
allocated to a single member of the team who would be expected to draw on a variety of
sources and then circulate a first version to the team for comment. Expectations for how much
effort should go into constructing this document also seemed standardised, as this was limited
to a turnaround between fortnightly or meetings.
Let me illustrate with a couple of examples from with the Amber team. A “one page” was
described by the Section Manager during a team meeting as the place for articulating the “top
critical issues of all time”. In this same meeting, the need for this document was to plan for the
post-election period in the form of ‘incoming government briefs’ and “to be prepared as we
might get a call for it”. Whether ‘it’ referred to the information that would appear within the
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document, or to the document itself—was not made immediately clear. Discussion about
which format of document would be most suited, drew attention to implicit understandings
about the utility of different document formats in relation to the purpose. Here, “being
prepared” required staff to collect together administrative data from a government
jurisdiction, academic research from several service sectors, along with findings from a recent
government enquiry that Alice was already immersed in. The aim of the document was to
bring together a summary of feasible actions that integrated information from these different
sources and perspectives. Discussion about whether a “one pager” was needed, a more
encompassing “brief”, or a simple email would be enough ensued among the team, with the
conclusion reached that the one-page format would be appropriate.
A second example of the need for a “one pager” was precipitated by a staff member of the
Amber team reporting on a recently read academic paper during their team meeting. This
prompted her to wonder, and then to express this sentiment during discussion, what else the
team could be doing in this policy space. The preparation of the “one pager” was regarded a
suitable method to scope this potential out. The act of reading the academic paper provided
the impetus, and then also the substance, upon which to construct the document—with a
member of the team suggesting that in doing so the team member “may be able to use some
argument [from] there to back it up”, but this possibility would be contingent upon actions
taken by another department. This example illustrates how external ‘policy drivers’ influence
the possible argument within the “one pager” and that academic research does not have an
absolute value in isolation from the external policy environment. Ultimately, the decision to go
ahead with the “one pager” came down to a judgement about whether “enough in this space”
existed and the usefulness of having this document or knowledge “up our sleeve” in the event
that ministerial attention to this policy should arise after the election.
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A further example draws from the Beryl team who created a “one pager” to contain the policy
advice about the evaluation after it was finalised. While this directly integrated contributions
from each team member, the decision about what specifically to include or leave out, rested
on Lisa as the team member coordinating the suggestions. As this was to advise management
and the minister about the evaluation findings, and not as a brief for an incoming or outgoing
government, this required a different mix of information. The differences in substance
between “one pager” documents and other types suggests that collective understandings exist
about which information should be included, and the appropriate level of detail for the
intended audience—and that this enables the document to be used in specific and intended
ways.
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9.2

Integrate understanding

Policy staff are charged with understanding the context of the policies that they devise and
administer and the impacts on citizens. This is increasingly recognised as an important principle
to underpin effective and responsible policy making. Research and evaluation provide a
valuable source of learning about the circumstances surrounding policy initiatives, to shed light
on ‘what works’ and ‘under what condition or circumstance’. While policy staff are encouraged
to engage with research, and to become informed about evidence relevant to their policy
responsibilities—expertise and understanding is also built within teams and harnessed through
‘on the job’ engagements. This remains a critical component to policy making as professional
craft, and to enable policy staff to contextualise policy issues and devise possible resolutions
that are feasible and consistent with external parameters for action.
--------------This section makes a shift from analysing how staff utilise external knowledge and deploy that,
to how staff build expertise and understanding across their policy areas through collective and
interactional work. While staff absorb expertise through engagement with academic forms of
knowledge, which embodies a competence in the task of synthesising information—policy
work is frequently team-based and enacted through interpersonal engagement. I will consider
these aspect in light of how staff consolidate knowledge through their policy engagements,
focusing on the interplay of practical or experiential forms of knowledge drawn from their
involvement across the contested knowledge spaces they administer—at the same time as
being tasked to utilise this professional knowledge in ways that achieve demonstratable
outcomes for citizens.
To do this, I will first take a look at how staff are grouped operationally as ordered
assemblages within an interactional sphere in which teams provide the means to facilitate and
structure expertise. Next, I examine the language of government priorities as symbols of
collective expertise that become embedded in documents that staff produce, redact and
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refine. I argue that this represents mutual, but tacit, understanding about the way government
operates and how to work within the policy space.
The case studies have described how the enactment of policy work was structured through
discrete teams comprised by a membership of staff and their section manager. Also, how each
team had self-contained carriage of specific policy areas within the wider portfolio, along with
programs and initiatives that align with that space. Analytically, there is nothing fruitful in this
observation—nor in noting that this pattern was replicated across the department, with the
units of organisation growing ever larger. Significance begins to accrue with the realisation
that these operational groupings work to structure how staff interact, and how they interrelate
with each other in the course of enacting their policy work. I argue that these groupings are
pivotal to understanding how practical expertise is acquired by staff and deployed.
As countless other before me have found, the interplay of what staff ‘do’ and what they ‘know’
generates a form of expertise that is non-divisible and enmeshed with enacting policy work—
framed for example by the Aristotelian concept of ‘phronesis’ (Tenbensel 2008). This section is
not concerned with expertise per se—rather, in analysing forms of interaction that facilitate
expertise, and how these overlap onto processes and practices of policy work. This echoes the
concern articulated at the beginning of this chapter with what do staff ‘do’ to acquire expertise
and then what staff ‘do with’ this. Counter-intuitively, I first explored in Chapter 9.1 what staff
‘do with it’—how material forms of knowledge, like policy documents, are used to initiate
policy action.
A theme that runs throughout the entirety of Part C is how research and evidence is acquired,
consolidated and contextualised through routine engagements with their policy area. I now
begin to articulate interpretations of this that do not compartmentalise and dichotomise
knowledge and capability. Instead, I show how knowledge is accumulated and exchanged
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through processes of interaction with others, and how it is ordered by the configuration of
policy teams and their collective carriage of policy and program tasks.
The Amber case study provides a compelling illustration of how an understanding of the
service organisations, and the practical aspects to delivering services and service models,
generated insights and understanding that staff applied across other engagements. Devising
how to better utilise KPI data, understanding issues associated with funding models, and
planning for useful evaluation findings all contained shared knowledge elements—so that
experiences in one area of responsibility, where relevant, were applied in another. Simply, the
‘doings’ and ‘knowings’ acted in constant exchange with each other. Knowledge that enabled
these tasks to be progressed was formed and re-formed through team meetings by reviewing
evaluation reports and formulating feedback on draft discussion papers in which expertise was
both brought to the event, and then added to. This knowledge interplay allowed each activity
to be enacted in accordance with the policy agendas as understood by each team member—
such as integrating the service workforce as an issue in scoping funding models, attending to
the core issue of ‘post support’ in the evaluation, and maintaining a focus on the policy priority
to prepare for using outcomes-based data.
Similarly, the team approach to managing the final stage of the Beryl evaluation illustrated
how this collective effort was pivotal to ensuring that the final report would be accepted as a
credible and valuable source of learning about the impact of the evaluation. Through a series
of meetings, the draft evaluation report was collectively digested and the learnings
contextualised against different domains of the policy system, like legislative, regulatory and
political, to provide a consolidation of evaluation learnings with these other sources of policy
knowledge. The extensive knowledge that the team held about the communities in which the
intervention and the evaluation had been implemented provided not only discrete knowledge
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from stakeholders and ground-level bureaucrats, but was positioned directly against policy
priorities such as to keep the policy issue on the political agenda.
The successful mobilisation of knowledge was not dependent solely on teams being of fixed
constitution, as both staff and entire policy areas were at times relocated within the branch.
While stability in team structure and function allowed for knowledge to be concentrated and
contained so that staff could become experts in their policy area, changes to this also offered a
way to extend understandings across the branch or the institution. Contrast Lisa in the Beryl
team who had become immersed in the intervention and the evaluation over many years, and
had accumulated a depth of understanding in line with this intensive engagement, with the
Coral team who received a new staff member and policy area with the branch restructure. This
individual was able to offer expert knowledge on the policy history related to the previous
effort to scope the evaluation connected to the policy space which became a new area of
responsibility for the team and the section manager. Without access to detailed knowledge
and understanding of what had earlier occurred, the Coral team could not have readily
contextualised this within the policy mapping project. This knowledge of the evaluation history
turned out to be a key component to the puzzle, providing pivotal knowledge that may have
been missed or delayed without the staff placement in the team, and the subsequent team
interactions.
Lisa made several movements to join other teams before the evaluation was finalised, both
within the branch and then outside of it by joining a ‘tiger team’. While the expertise Lisa held
departed with her, she remained involved with the team, the evaluation, and the policy space
until a time she was satisfied that this involvement was no longer needed. Yet changes to the
constitution of staff groupings can equally cause flux in the branch, and a loss of expertise
from where it developed and is situated; such as when work connected to the evaluation
report was missed Lisa offers “we are in transition between teams is my only explanation”.
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Administrative and operational efficiencies, along with established procedures, can become
disturbed; with the consequence that information flows need to be reconfigured in response
to such organizational change. That Lisa continued to exert her expertise on the policy area
from outside of the Beryl team after her move exemplifies her individual propensity to see
things through, but also showed that imposed boundaries around staff groupings need not
constrain the sharing of knowledge and expertise. Rapid and temporary reconfiguration, like
‘tiger teams’ that form in response to an urgent and driving policy issue, offer a compromise
between containing expertise to defined policy groups, and distributing this out to widely
share knowledge across policy units.
Superficially, this analysis suggests that group cohesion enabled tasks to be completed and
work goals to be achieved. However, of more enduring interest is a view on team interactions
as a social process. Instead of a focus on team boundaries and workflows—staff
configurations, and changes to these, become an ordering, and re-ordering, of relations in the
branch. These relations are generative of knowledge and expertise that can be shaped and
reworked through interaction, exchange and sharing. In this way, knowledge and expertise is
emergent and co-constitutive—but always contingent upon external priorities that influence
and direct actions that stem from the contextual understandings that staff gain through their
policy engagements. Chapter 7 featured the idea that operational boundaries exist around the
enactment of policy work. While boundaries evoke negative connotations of constraining and
containing, of exclusion and exclusivity—when seen as a process of mutual competence
building, working in teams had distinct features that were not consistent with this deficit
perspective.
Exactly how team structures mirror and represent institutional priorities or policy issues is
fruitful to explore. This can help make visible the links between what staff know and what they
do. In other words, to make explicit how expertise—in the form of an understanding of policy
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conditions, government priorities and knowing how to manoeuvre within the external policy
setting arises—and how it produces or enables policy competence. Some clues about this are
contained in the case studies, and I focus in on some terms for which policy staff had a shared
understanding. For instance, staff referenced ‘government outcomes’ and ‘outcome areas’,
and commented about whether a department ‘owns’ or ‘controls’ a policy area, what makes a
good value ‘investment’; or conversely, the implications for when there is “no new money”.
This last example occurred in the Coral case study where a lack of resources was presented as
a barrier to pursuing a redefinition of the runaway policy area.
All staff were aware which ‘outcome areas’ their section and branch contributed to, and the
practical relevance of this to everyday policy work. These ‘outcome areas’ each have a unique
formula with a domain name and number—for instance ‘Outcome area 1.3 - Increase access to
services’. These are references to bundles of funding, appropriations from National Cabinet,
that link funding streams to actions by government entities. They stipulate what is to be
achieved by teams and their work, the performance expectations for doing this, and account
publicly for how funding has been used. In light of the importance to achieve resonance
between how funding is spent and the discernible impacts that follow, this positions funding at
the pinnacle of the relationship that ties funding, policy agendas and performance metrics
together—and from here, all actions must flow. Funding and policy action can be thought of as
wound into a double helix; with performance metrics, including outcome measures and data,
constituting the enzymes that prevents it unravelling. ‘Owning’ and ‘controlling’ a policy area is
only possible through being allocated resources through an ‘outcome area’. Conversely, ‘new
money’ may be used to reach into new territory.
For convenience, institutional structures tend to reflect these allocations so that action is
concentrated within, and limited to, specific policy spheres. Discrete staff teams are a
convenient way of ordering this action, and an effective way to coordinate human activity,
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configured as a resource, around common goals. This reflects other types of boundaries, such
as those encountered when the objective is coordination across policy areas, and where
shared goals may not be present. This must then be achieved through convening and
influencing across borders to align priorities and objectives. The Coral team displayed a keen
awareness of their role to coalesce beliefs around appropriate policy action to improve
outcomes, both within the department and across the public service system. The Beryl team
encountered soft barriers in their attempts to institute a shared understanding of the research
proposal within the branch and the value of it. This shows that while common visions of policy
intent are not easily achieved—this sometimes has less to do with underlying differences of
understanding of what would be appropriate, or responsible, action—but reflects a rigid
separation of policy priorities, and hence potential actions, that arise from different funding
streams and their expectations for producing impact.
Delving into the dynamics of team interactions provided a view of the relations, and their role
in generating expertise. Team meetings in particular provided a space for staff to report on
their involvements, share what they had learned from a recent conference or relay details
about a reading that caught their attention. Normally beginning with an update from the
section manager about significant developments across the department and the policy sphere,
these unfolded into a general catch-up and space to bounce ideas off each other. Team
meetings were the place to make decisions about which “one pager” would need to be
prepared—and otherwise to take stock of the preceding period and make pronouncements
about what now needed to occur in response, and to allocate this action to a team member.
While these dynamics were not unique in a workplace environment, the point I make is that
without these interactions a sharing of diverse facets to enacting policy work would not have
been facilitated, or the knowledge contextualised and transformed into direct action. The in-
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the-moment nature of these events, and ability to allocate direct and immediate responses,
enabled knowledge to transform into policy action.
Other aspects of team dynamics could be discerned, for instance, through distinct email
practices—in particular how the section manager was included into correspondence, even
when the matter seemed straight forward or routine. A response would also always be
returned, even if only in the form of a “thanks guys”, as was the custom of Amber team’s
Section Manager. But in this act, the information was known to have been received and noted,
thereby perpetuating information loops and keeping others well informed so their
involvements could become known to others and taken into account. These information
sharing practices also helped to address continuity risks for when staff members were away, as
the relevant information upon which to make decisions was known by all, would be easy to
find.
A lack of institutional memory is an identified challenge in public sector institutions (Corbett et
al. 2020). While noting that this issue must be explored as part of “understanding the broader
governance context” of a policy setting (Stark & Head 2018, p. 1524), explanations for this
team practice to keep others informed include that policy staff are to be readily available to be
deployed to other areas and agencies—and avoid becoming entrenched or invested in one
policy area. Other barriers to developing expertise include electronic filing systems; while
these are designed to safeguard information, placing limits on who has access to information
restricts or complicates staff being able to locate documents containing essential information
about previous policy development and how it went. The unintended consequences of
compartmentalising access to information, can be a feeling that staff constantly ‘reinvent the
wheel’ and are not able to fully take into account the learnings from previous attempts, or
readily understand what barriers or enablers had arisen.
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Some of these same frustrations could be seen across the branch. The Coral team are an
example of where the policy analysis mapping exercise uncovered an absence of learning over
time—with recommendations of government enquiries and performance audits not
implemented, and the same policy questions being asked without any reference to previous
attempts. Placed in the context of team interactions and group learning, this highlights the
importance of collective expertise to producing well-developed policy proposals and plans to
enact them. The capabilities of staff to collect a range of information and achieve a depth, and
breadth, of understanding becomes critical to maintaining organisational expertise at all
operational scales of an institution.
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PART D:

EVIDENCE-BASED
REALITIES

As this ethnography begins to wrap up, what has been observed, interpreted and
communicated about the research and evidence practices of staff and teams must transform
again to unearth the relevance of these understandings to evidence-based policy and research
utilisation. In Part D I now set aside the micro-practices of staff, in all their nuances, ambiguity
and multiplicity, to explain the implications of the study’s findings to the macro challenges of
policy making and administration of government policies and programs.
Chapter 10 returns to the ‘embedded specialist’ endeavour that I trialled through fieldwork.
This collates conclusions to express how staff expertise and knowledge is structured and
ordered, offering general principles about coordinating and co-locating expertise and
knowledge within the institution. This also addresses the mezzo setting of this study,
proffering learnings about how capabilities are ordered and expertise is facilitated.
Chapter 11, recaps this foray from evidence-based ‘promises’ to evidence-based ‘realities’ by
comparing the vision presented by the case studies with normative expectations for research
and evidence to determine the development of policy as explored in Chapter 2.
As the final part to this ethnography, Chapter 12 draws together themes about doing ‘policy
work’ derived from the actor-centred accounts of research and evidence engagement to
provide closing observations about what this entails.
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CHAPTER 10

EMBEDDED CAPABILITY

This chapter provides closing remarks about the organisation of staff capability. Leading on
from Chapter 9, this topic is relevant to the study’s core research question about the
contribution of research and evidence to policy making, and links to previous discussion about
staff expertise as a different phenomenon to harnessing external expertise. In this chapter I
also offer reflections and implications on the contribution that an ‘embedded specialist’ as
staff member brings to the policy branch. I introduced this endeavour in Chapter 3.1 as a
partial solution to the request for me to ‘leave something of value behind’ in reciprocity for
facilitating the study. I aim to articulate what was learned through this trial by drawing on a
combination of my own experience occupying this role, and the study’s observations more
generally. I frame the ensuing discussion by a description of the institution’s efforts to instil
knowledge and understanding into the everyday operational practice of staff; and as another
dimension of staff expertise as contribution to broader conversations about staff capability in
the APS that simmered in the background, prior to, and during the fieldwork period
(Commonwealth of Australia 2019). This plays also to perennial discussion about the
limitations posed by institutional and policy boundaries, and the consequent need for
coordination, and the multifaceted effects boundaries have on policy making processes and
governance (Fawcett et al. 2018; Peters 2018).
The capacity of the APS to meet society’s future challenges is a useful frame to begin (Rudd
2010). This connects to concern that policy capacity has plummeted with the outsourcing of
analytical and strategic dimensions to policy work to consultants and commissioned experts,
while the complexity of policy problems is thought to have increased in commensurate
proportion (Australian Public Service Commission 2012; Marsh et al. 2017). An interest in how
capability is, or should, be structured and located within public sector institutions is relevant,
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extending also to questions about how capability can be harnessed to fulfil core staff and
institutional functions—including developing, consulting on and implementing policies,
administering programs and assessing their effectiveness; as well as providing accurate and
balanced advice to senior bureaucrats and elected decision makers. A related dimension to
this debate flags changing expectations for the character of form of policy advice, and the
increasing constraints to how ‘frank and fearless’ this may still be under a Westminster model
of government (MacDermott 2008; Schultz 2022); as well as the role and capacity of public
servants to create and sustain public value in achieving positive outcomes (Stewart 2021).
At the time of my fieldwork an operational divide was built into the organisational structure
that delineated policy staff, who attended to policy matters and associated programs and
initiatives, from technical staff with expertise in research and evaluation. For the Branch
Manager, locating a staff member in his policy unit with primarily research and evaluation skills
and subject matter knowledge about Indigenous research and policy, was of experimental
interest. This helped to address his professional curiosity about “how do we make data
relevant to everyday work”, and a presumed managerial need to enhance or develop the
ability of staff to engage with research and evidence in their policy work. Guidance for
engaging in work that had research or evaluation components was delivered as a support
service by technical staff located outside of the policy branch. This did not preclude policy staff
from having expertise in these areas, but this was not a core requirement. As explored through
the case studies, some of the duties of the supporting technical staff included helping policy
staff navigate institutional processes and to shadow-assess evaluation and research
documentation and reports. As my role was to work across teams in the Branch in their
research and evaluation needs it spanned policy areas under the Indigenous policy portfolio—
the ‘embedded specialist’ trial took in both this bridging function across the branch, and the
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technical or ‘evaluations team’ who led and managed evaluation and research commissioning
processes from outside of it.
As introduced within Chapter 9.2, institutions and their sub-units worked under distinct
performance indicators. This meant that specific policy outcomes were attributed to policy
branches—with the research and evaluation branch working towards their own agenda. While
performance across one branch could conceivably contribute to another’s, these were
separate domains and were defined through separate budgetary processes. I offer this as
backdrop upon which the following discussion follows. Before delving into the specifics, I
preface this with a broad sketch of the architecture of knowledge acquisition as a proxy for
capability development in the department, suggesting that this rested upon two strands—
generating opportunity and fostering mindset.
The department was intensively engaged in measures which aimed to furnish staff with
appropriate skills and knowledge to operate within the Indigenous policy setting. While this
requirement to understand policy context applies generally to public sector staff—the
Indigenous policy setting, as intercultural space, required that staff develop appropriate
competence to work with Indigenous peoples, and to build an understanding about Indigenous
culture and their lived realities (Dwyer et al. 2020; Luke et al. 2020). To this end, the
department engaged in regular, visible, and concrete efforts to institute knowledge-based
approaches to policy and program work. Encompassed by an institutional desire to build a
“culture of continuous learning”, staff were urged to engage in formal events such as
conferences and workshops and attend seminars with invited speakers to the department and
have contact with relevant experts to their policy areas. Additionally, self-directed and guided
programs of learning and development were available, with staff encouraged to apply
learnings to their work.
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I argue that while this was an institutional effort to provide opportunity for staff to build
relevant insights and perspectives to their work, and these opportunities were the
mechanisms to do this—the underlying intent was a change process aimed at facilitating a way
of thinking that would enable staff to critically engage with research learnings, and to share
these learnings with others. In short, while these opportunities provided important avenues
for staff to delve into specific research topics relevant to their policy areas, and to develop
skills in research and evaluation—the broader institutional goal was more nuanced, aiming to
stimulate collective conversation and discussion about policy and policy issues and to engage
in a contextualisation of these domains. In other words, this effort focused not only on
structured mechanisms to bring insights and expertise to policy staff, but on informal and
undirected means for staff to apply policy insights, understandings and perspectives on policy
work—or a fostering of mindset.
This enlightenment, or enablement of perspectives compatible with expertise and knowledge,
was to be achieved by staff immersing themselves where possible in discussion and quiet
contemplation about all aspects of evaluation, research and evidence. For instance, to take
themselves “off-line” and away from their ongoing responsibilities to ponder on this in
isolation from operational concerns. While this also helped to fulfil a basic need for staff to
consult research and evidence in their work by fostering an authorising environment for
“trading ideas”, to “be curious” and to “ask questions”; this was closer to a goal of
‘transformation’ of mindset and intellectual approach to policy work, than primarily to offer
opportunity to add to the stock of knowledge that staff could draw from when enacting
routine work. This intention appeared to resonate with cognitive approaches to improving
workforce expertise and capability, such as ‘design thinking’, which have gained ground in the
public sector (Dorst 2011; Lewis et al. 2020).
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It could be argued that participation in activities offered by the department for immersing in
research knowledge could provide an approximation of how successful efforts have been to
encourage genuine engagement with evaluation and with what research offers. While
appropriate as a metric of engagement, this is not necessarily equivalent to the actual regard
policy staff had for this knowledge, a demonstration of the capability this enabled within their
policy areas, or indication of the challenges to achieving research-infused practices. Some way
of assessing the mindset of staff would be required that is beyond the scope, or core interests,
of this chapter or study. In Chapter 9 I offer an alternative perspective centred on the ways
that knowledge-based expertise was acquired in team configurations and how it led to policy
actions, concluding that collective and interactional work within teams, particularly through
team structures, allowed staff to consolidate knowledge from their policy engagements.
This brief overview of institutional efforts to build staff capacity to engage with research and
evaluation leads to the conclusion that while both individualised and collective efforts were at
work—exactly how this would enable knowledge and understanding to become integral to
everyday work, was not clear. I first discuss this before returning more specifically to research
and evaluation skills themselves.
Different visions about this desired ‘culture’ could be observed from across segments of the
institution. I described already how the Branch Manager identified this capacity as a priority,
but posed the deceptively simple question of “How do we make data relevant to everyday
work”. Exactly how this exposure to research and evidence would enable staff to infuse
research and evidence into their work, however, was not prescribed. These means were not
directed, or described, within management communications to staff despite an institutional
environment in which engagement with research and evidence was to become an operational
norm. The practical application of knowledge and expertise was unarticulated by those who
orchestrated and implemented this change process. This puts into context the question posed
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by the Branch Manager, positing this as a much more practical—rather than philosophical—
ponderance on what contribution does research and evidence make to the everyday business
of policy work. The answer that follows must be considered in tandem with the realities of
policy processes, and in line with an understanding about the people whose lives are impacted
by government policy. When poised as part of a complex policy setting and a system in which
the separation of facts, figures and data from the political process is not a realistic or feasible
possibility—the difficulties for policy staff become pronounced, and a conundrum emerges
that touches on moral, ethical, professional and personal spheres. This ethnography has shown
in detail, and with nuance, the delicate balance that must be struck and maintained to fulfil a
role description and meet institutional requirements—while also impacting in positive ways on
society through policy formulation and action.
At this point I return to the original objective that frames this chapter to take this argument
further—to explore the effect that research and evaluation capabilities have on policy making
processes. The related question now becomes: what does this reveal about the operational
separation of research and evaluation capability from the policy setting? I pose this question in
line with my own positionality as non-Indigenous person; but as someone who possesses a
level of knowledge that the research enquiry brings to critically engage with issues, and a
capacity to appreciate the Indigenous person’s lived reality through long-standing professional
relationships working in the Indigenous field. I contrast this with other positions to the policy
process, such as being an Indigenous bureaucrat who is able to bring that representation and
the lived experience directly to policy processes (see for example Ganter 2016; Lahn 2018;
Lahn & Ganter 2018; Ritchie 2021).
On the one hand, the department’s concern was with acquisition of knowledge and capability;
while the Branch Manager’s concern, and the basis for the ‘embedded specialist’ trial, is best
understood as requiring a coordination and enactment of work processes in combination with

Page 233

an enlightenment of the policy context. While in Part C I discuss the interactional and
relational qualities of teams—how this model translates across branches and divisions, and
importantly how this articulates with specialist or technical knowledge that was concentrated
within research and evaluation teams is a core question upon which to ponder.
Through this ‘embedded specialist’ trial, a number of assertions can be made from both
interpretations of the ethnographic data and from having occupied this role. I will present
these before concluding the chapter with some implications for how expertise is ordered and
coordinated, as posed at the beginning to this chapter; and some comments about what this
implies in accounting for a separation between what is known, and what is done. This
ethnography has maintained a stance throughout that ‘knowing’ and ‘doing’ are not separate
spheres, yet this seems to contradict with how policy staff initiate and participate in policy
actions that, at times, contradicts their understandings. I also assert that when this dissonance
occurs, the simplistic conclusion that research and evidence is underused, not used, or
misused within the policy making process is easily reached—and so the EBP debate continues
to have credibility. Instead, this study suggests that a separation between ‘knowing’ and
‘doing’ arises simply from a need to undertake required duties in accordance with institutional
and role constraints and to work to political agendas.
Without doubt, research and evaluation capabilities were of great utility with a policy branch.
While much of the ongoing work for staff with evaluation projects entailed keeping track of
the process in terms of timelines, payments and checking requirements had been met—these
skills gave staff an extra layer of confidence while preparing for the learnings, and enabled
them to shape draft evaluation reports into useful final reports. The inherent meaning of
research concepts and findings described in evaluation reports could be easily unpicked by all
staff, but technical skills provided added assurance that interpretations had been correctly
reached. This assurance could then be used in communicating feedback to academic
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evaluators. Embedded skills allowed teams confidence to “bring some pressure to bear against
some of the assertions” that external evaluators make in evaluation reports, and to fine-tune
feedback provided by the team to get the most out of the refinement process during the
review negotiations. These provided a power-equalising effect that could underpin
communication with evaluators, and a means and avenue of recourse where differences of
opinions emerged. The relationship is transformed from academic expert to bureaucrat, to
academic expert to well-informed and technically competent bureaucrat. Expert opinions are
sought of contracted researchers, but in negotiating parameters for research, policy staff are
readily positioned at a disadvantage without having a higher level of competence to draw
from.
In viewing embedded skills as making a significant contribution to policy coordination, having a
staff member operate across all teams in the branch was of benefit. This helped to crossfertilise approaches from one team to another, such as in strategic planning activities, and
generated a helicopter vision across the branch to highlight policy commonalties, and
downplay differences in priorities or desired policy courses. Additionally, consistency of policy
approaches across the branch could be enhanced, where normally teams operated in isolation
from each other in the day-to-day business of policy work. Although section managers had
forums for devising mutual priorities and sharing experiences, at the team level little means to
do this existed beyond engaging in learning opportunities that were offered by the
department.
Most significantly, and this has been a theme throughout this ethnography—working across
multiple areas instils a holistic view to policy work, with teams operating as the powerhouse of
policy work. A disconnect between ‘knowing’ and ‘doing’ begins to emerge when technical
expertise is accessed via coordination mechanisms by the policy branch from where it was
available as a supporting, but not embedded, service. Although this assistance was appropriate

Page 235

and offered relevant and practical knowledge and understanding about evaluation and
research—empirical data from this study support the conclusion that conducting and
coordinating research and evaluation activities benefits immensely from staff having a deep
and broad understanding of the policies connected to these activities. Technical support
delivered from outside the policy team is not attuned, for instance, to decide what evaluation
questions are most pertinent, or to ensure that the findings or results will be relevant when
the process concludes. An intimate involvement with the policy process is needed for staff to
navigate beyond institutional processes or ensure methodological and processual robustness
beyond the surface level or as a compliance exercise.
This chapter, and the conclusions offered, here make no assertions about the skills of policy
and technical staff to jointly engage, and collaborate on, mutual projects through merging
complementary skill sets. It suggests instead that advice accessed and activated through an
assistance model, without understanding of policy issues, may be unable to take into account
unarticulated and implicit knowledge from the policy domain that has been formed through
immersion in the everyday operational work, including through team interactions and
discussion. This underscores a major conclusion from this study that undertaking research and
evidence generation requires staff to directly contextualise their policy realities to devise
appropriate actions that would follow from the understanding gained. This also highlights that
when teams operate under different priorities linked to their funding and performance
expectations, the goals of policy teams in engaging in research and evaluation are distinct from
those with a different mandate.
Constraints to applying knowledge and expertise acquired in one domain to another are aptly
illustrated by Page and Ayres who note that while program staff, as distinct from policy staff,
were “deeply expert in their work”; the evaluation appraising the program activities was
“asking policy questions” for which they had no practical knowledge (Page & Ayres 2018, p.
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47). This knowledge separation emphasises that practical engagement, or the ‘doings’ related
to the policy space, needs to be co-located with the ‘knowings’ deriving from these
engagements, for this to lead to appropriate action. The ‘embedded specialist’ role was not
dependent on the level of skill and expertise brought to the endeavour by an individual—but
relied on lending and extending knowledge across areas, and an ability to apply this
contextualisation across multiple domains within the policy sphere. In other words, it relied on
the interplay of ‘doings’ and ‘knowings’ in policy work.
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CHAPTER 11

REVISIT NORMATIVE ASSUMPTIONS

Part A of this ethnography presented narratives about the evidence-based policy debate and
associated expectations that policy makers must heed research-based learnings in devising
solutions to society’s dilemmas. To recap briefly, these normative expectations derive from
scholarship in which barriers to research utilisation can be addressed and instrumental usage
achieved—but without regard for the realities of the policy process (Oliver et al. 2014a). This
fosters a simplistic vision of the ability for research-based knowledge and disseminated
findings to determine policy priorities, and for policy processes and outcomes to be enriched
by this contribution (Greenhalgh & Russell 2009). That evidence from research is seldom
singularly used, or applied directly to policy, was established many years ago within early
literature on research utilisation (Weiss 1979); but in being overshadowed by dominant EBP
debate, the diversity in research ‘usage’ was overstepped, perpetuating a vision of policy
processes underusing, misusing or neglecting research and evidence.
This ethnography has offered a vision of this nexus based on detailed analysis of the everyday
‘doings’ and ‘knowings’ of staff. As an alternative to scholarship generated from the side-lines
of policy making, it focused on the everyday realities of policy making and the actions of staff
who work within bureaucracy. Genuine efforts for policy making to utilise research have been
revealed, and the rituals and habits of ‘policy work’ (Colebatch & Radin 2006) as a form of
research utilisation, have been explored and analysed within this localised setting. This helps
to redress a lack of understanding about precisely what is invisible and mysterious to outsider
commentators, and unavailable to many proponents of the evidence-based policy mantra.
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An underlying goal for this study has been to challenge, and seek correction to, normative
assumptions that research and evidence can metamorphose into policy, and to dispel notions
that a natural or expected fit can be found. To this end, I highlight in this chapter some of the
more salient learnings that I have contributed. Many understandings are not new or unknown
from extant literature—but have rarely been detailed through the systematic and routine
observance of everyday practices, or contextualised in situ with the institutional environment
and the realities of the policy process. For instance, I sketched local practices associated with
an intended transition to ‘outcomes-based’ ways of working—linking this to how policy staff
prepared for evaluation learnings, and I ascribed these processes with actor-centred meanings.
The detailed narratives presented in this study support the observation that instrumental
usage of research and evidence is rare, but offer explanation of why this is so. I have
highlighted that, at times, evidence drawn from research is used directly within policy advice—
for instance as key points within policy advice to management—but more often, research is
subject to a process of condensing and distilling with other forms and sources of information.
Deliberations were needed for staff to determine the appropriate selection of key information,
as evidence was discussed and contextualised with these other sources. Diverse forms of
information generated valued knowledge within the policy setting, but the appropriate fit to
the policy process required a team process of ‘authentication’ to be considered suitable as
policy advice and a basis for policy action.
An impressive volume of literature has been written about the barriers and enablers to
research utilisation, often implicitly rejecting Caplan’s ‘two communities’ notion of
unsurmountable differences between policy makers and academic researchers (1979). I argue
that this concept of fundamental difference should not be so readily dispelled when
accounting for the difficulties both policy makers and researchers encountered in aligning
priorities for research across this internal/external divide. I explored the continued relevance
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of this notion that a hard separation between the worlds of policy and academia operates,
through analysis of communication breakdown and misalignment of priorities for research and
evaluation. This showed that different expectations for what the evaluation was to achieve
were harboured on both sides of the institutional boundary, and that these expectations were
consistent with the realities of these worlds. Miscommunication between policy staff and the
external evaluator stemmed from being unable to easily, or automatically, grasp each other’s
positions. Although resolution was eventually successful, aligning evaluation priorities was not
achieved by addressing barriers, such as communication. Underpinning this resolution was the
policy team’s systematic attention to the evaluation process and a willingness to remedy any
deviance to expectations so the findings would apply to identified policy priorities. This rested
on the competence of policy staff to apply knowledge from across the policy system to the
evaluation activities in their assessment of how well this would meet their needs along the
process, in addition to an ability to communicate effectively with externals contractors.
A continued conceptualisation of policy engagements with research as necessitating barrierbusting action obscures that policy staff must work within their operational constraints.
Examples of these constraints included a need to use a diversity of information sources, to
work to condensed limits in drafting policy advice, and to chart a way towards the institutional
goal to prioritise ‘outcomes’ achieved as part of assessing policy and program effectiveness.
The above example of communication breakdown showed that simplistic measures to address
this as a barrier, for instance through improving communication skills or research literacy in
policy staff, could provide a short-term remedy only. An underlying mindset that evaluation is
a valuable exercise in generating useful evidence, or a willingness to apply this to the policy
process, would not have been fostered through attention to competence in communication. A
staff commitment to the values and principles of evaluation had arisen through other means.
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An equally pervasive theme from the EBP literature references underdeveloped skills of policy
makers in being able to understand research results, and points to traditional academic
publications as written forms that are incomprehensible to bureaucrats. On the first point, this
study has shown that the research literacy skills of policy staff were adequate to source,
understand and appraise academic forms of dissemination—with additional expertise, capacity
and support available from across the institution where needed. Staff were competent in
making detailed assessments about the validity and reliability of evaluation methodology, and
to make sense of its findings. In reviewing draft reports prepared by academic evaluators, staff
could readily recognise the relevance of external academic research to their policy
responsibilities. Professional skills, however, were required to synthesise and prioritise
information sources, and make judgements about the relative importance of information
within their policy context. These skills were essential to ensuring that information used within
policy processes was trustworthy, relevant and applicable. The barrier that emerged, to use
this same language, was alternatively shown to be how staff were not able to automatically
derive actions in direct response to knowledge contained in research and evaluation.
In contrast to other dominant understandings that research must be ‘translated’ in order to be
digestible by policy staff, the challenges to ‘using’ discrete forms of research stemmed also
from alternative domains such as the perceived reliability, trustworthiness and generalisability
of academic research. Where study findings have a narrow focus, or contain ideological bias—
this reduced a confidence and trust that research findings could be responsibly integrated
within policy advice which required a high degree of accuracy and a commensurate degree of
certainty. Related concerns were unearthed about a reliance on the same academic
researchers and their institutions to fulfil research and evidence needs, and the risks of having
a ‘single supplier’ in addressing this need. Returning frequently to the same research
organisations excludes other possible ways of perceiving a research field and its relevance to
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policy needs, or precludes alternative vistas of possible policy options or solutions. As
pragmatic endeavour, however, repeat engagements can streamline commissioning processes,
with the groundwork already set around expectations for quality and content of evaluation
reports, and a mutual understanding of research priorities and the need for these to be
targeted to policy questions. For many research fields, there are few academics with the
necessary experience and expertise to undertake the required research and evaluation work.
Approaching the market may not increase the pool of researchers to contract or commission
to satisfy evidence needs or understand program effectiveness.
This study overwhelmingly demonstrated that where evaluation processes are actively
managed and coordinated, learnings can be drawn along the duration of the process as the
evaluation is designed, executed and reported on—and not just drawn at the pointy end of
assessing how well an intervention went. When under active management, findings included in
final evaluation reports are more likely to be relevant and implementable to address policy
questions, or fill desired gaps in knowledge or understanding. When sustained staff interest in
the evaluation unfolds through careful management of the process, an ‘instrumental’ usage of
research is more likely to eventuate. The generation of specific knowledge or evidence in
response to real-time policy development is able to be built in throughout the duration of the
evaluation, and its relevance is fine-tuned.
How to put research to use that has been generated from outside the institution, and
produced without the explicit purpose to address policy concerns, is not immediately
apparent. For instance, academic research that is critical of policy and its impacts, but offers
no clear solution—is not immediately compatible with policy advice. Nor is this evidence
appropriate to develop policy options that must attend to implementation risks and challenges
and unintended consequences. While this study has demonstrated that policy staff are adept
at using research and evidence to build their general understanding of policy issues, fewer
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‘drivers’ existed for them to integrate this knowledge in more direct ways. For instance,
research use did not adhere to expectations for research ‘impact’, as metric within research
translation agendas, nor did it conform to a usage of the ‘best’ or most rigorous evidence as
judged by academia. Direct usage is more likely when discrete evidence supports a justification
of an argument, or for constructing policy options or actions. As Weiss asserts within her seven
research meanings, the ‘knowledge will prevail’ model does not hold up in practice, and that
evidence is often applied to a pending problem or decision (1979).
The general utility of research and evidence to everyday work is consistent with this study.
Policy staff had a high regard for the value of the knowledge contained in academic texts,
conference presentations and other disseminated forms. However, in making use of this a lack
of time to digest the learnings renders this kind of knowledge impractical and at-odds with the
fast pace of policy work. While as a general statement academic research was accessed as a
daily and routine activity—this does not suggest the range of ‘meanings’ that this had for
policy staff. Weiss’s sketch of the multiple meanings of research is recognisable against the
study’s findings, and particularly that conceptual and symbolic usage is both prevalent; and
consistent with the regard policy staff attribute to this, including the leveraging of research
findings or inferences for tactical and political purposes. This understanding invites reflection
on what is actually being exchanged, and opens the possibility that this is not necessarily
expert knowledge and evidence—but more likely to be research-informed ideas and
conceptual or analytical ways of thinking. Informal learning that occurs when staff engage with
research, and the knowledge it brings, may be of greater value than discrete evidence. But the
ability to wield this understanding relies on its relevance to a specific policy question or issue,
and the prescribed format to communicate this to decision makers and within policy
documents.
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This study has shone a light on how staff exchange research knowledge amongst themselves
and their teams, and illuminated how this is being accomplished. In line with the pervasive
presence of research within public sector environments, a distinct ‘culture’ of sharing
information between individuals, both within teams and other operational groupings, was
observable. In addition to the formal opportunities to learn about the substantive issues
connected to policy domains through seminars, conference presentations, staff-facilitated
seminars—these informal interactions occurred within staff meetings and during ad hoc
conversation. This indicates that a naturalisation of academic forms of information had
occurred within operational practice. References to recent academic papers or media articles
that feature findings or discussion from research studies occurred seamlessly within routine
discussions of policy matters; indicative of an authentic culture of sharing and reaching out to
others about knowledge which is perceived to be relevant or useful. As I explored in Chapter
10, what this contributes to understanding the application of research derived understandings
to policy work as a set of practical activities and interactions, is not conclusive. This study
suggests that since policy work is enacted to institutional requirements, such as devising policy
advice that is persuasive and has a high level of certainty about the accuracy and salience of
information—there are limits to the degree that academic sources of information can
contribute. Instead, knowledge gathered from other verified sources such as other
government processes and documents, is used often, and offer a form of information that is
considered by policy teams to be appropriate and trustworthy.
The high regard for research and evidence, and for evaluation and the learnings that this
generates displayed by staff, is echoed by the institution. As caveat to this statement, a belief
that evaluation is a genuine institutional effort to harness learnings from past practice and to
use this to improve future action, is crucial for staff to engage in this process with a similar
confidence and regard—and evaluation was sometimes held in mixed esteem. When perceived
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as the institution simply ‘going through the motions’, or where other factors indicated that the
findings would not be able to influence policy development, evaluation is more likely to be
experienced as an extra burden for staff, and enthusiasm with the process, and interest to
harness the learnings could wane. Evaluation learnings that apply directly to the policy area in
which staff have active engagements ensures that this becomes a useful exercise that can
draw out knowledge to be deployed across the policy spectrum.
A salient theme from the case studies was that policy staff saw their engagements with
research, evidence and evaluation as part of a goal to ‘build the evidence base’. Such language
suggests a process of incremental knowledge generation and acquisition until a stock of
knowledge is created, or unequivocal ‘solutions’ or ‘truths’ about the observable world is
attained. In contrast, policy staff regarded this process as building a stock of knowledge that
could address policy gaps or help to solve policy problems—such as what outcomes are being
achieved under the department’s funding remit that would also lead to a formal transition to
funding programs via client outcomes. This ‘knowledge base’ was not assembled through
accumulating curiosity driven research with no scope to develop practical policy options, or
without an idea of how it could be used to construct persuasive arguments to decision makers.
Accordingly, the type of knowledge that was frequently sought as useful and relevant
information to draw on in developing policy ideas, within policy analysis, and providing policy
advice—was other government documents. Academic research was desired by staff and
considered informative, but its direct relevance was harder to ascertain, especially knowing
that this provided neither an uncontested nor neutral source of information (Daviter 2017).

Page 245

CHAPTER 12

POLICY WORK IN FOCUS

As ethnography of the everyday routines and interactions in a government policy branch, this
study has contributed empirical knowledge about the detailed practices of policy staff in their
engagements with research and evidence. More generally, this has elucidated the practices of
policy workers in relation to their defined roles and responsibilities, and the capacities they
bring to undertaking this work. Whilst not strictly the aim of this study, in this chapter I
condense the analysis of these everyday activities, behaviours and interactions—
conceptualised throughout the study as constituting ‘policy work’ and ‘policy knowledge’—and
express these as implications for the academic field of public administration, and for the
professional practice of it. The need for this is expressed by Wagenaar who notes an omission
in public administration and policy texts about the sociology of administrative work, and the
lack of discussion about public administration “as work, as a set of activities” performed by
public sector employees in progressing society’s problems (2004, p. 643).
This need for a more refined understanding of policy practice gains credence when positioned
against normative expectations for how policy makers are expected or supposed to use
research, and the expressed barriers to doing this. Among other ideas, this suggests that
improvements to source and interpret academic forms of information, and to better facilitate
evidence use are needed at both the staff level and their institution. The narratives from this
study have provided a way to think about research and evidence which disconnects it from
normative framings described within EBP debate and the supposed mechanics of research
utilisation. In doing so, the issue has been reversed from considering how research
does/should or does-not impact on/influence policy making through the lens of advocacy and
solutions—to an exploration of what this means and entails from the actor’s perspective.
Likewise, expectations for research use that arose from this debate and were transplanted
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onto policy actors—through this ethnography, have now been redirected and become imbued
with local meaning and intentionality. The evidence-based actions of policy makers have been
redefined in reference to common bureaucratic processes and activities such as managing
evaluation processes, analysing policy options and drawing learnings from draft evaluation
reports to shape policy development along the way. These actions have also been shown to be
present during everyday occurrences, conversations and interactions that make up policy
work—attesting to the ingrained nature of staff acting in evidence-informed ways.
The human aspects to policy work have featured in this ethnography to illustrate the values,
skills and expertise that policy staff need to be responsive and effective in their role, and to
engage in knowledge building and sharing activities. A focus on the skills and expertise of
policy staff is sorely needed to re-emphasise and reaffirm the importance of policy and public
administration craftmanship, and the nature of public sector work (Rhodes 2016). These
aspects were shown through detailed descriptions of individual and collective activities, and
through analysis of team interactions that culminated in crafting persuasive and credible
advice to decision-makers. The capacity for research evidence to have impact on policy making
is mediated by policy makers themselves—but not because of inabilities to understand or
interpret scientific knowledge as suggested by Caplan’s ‘two communities’ theory (1979)—
rather, professional skills were instrumental to utilising evidence. Particularly, this drew from
the ability of staff to synthesise and prioritise multiple types and sources of information,
appraise these for quality or fit, and make judgements about relative importance. This
emphasises that integrating evidence within the advice drafting process was not a matter of
systematically sourcing and inserting the best or most recent evidence, but relied on
knowledge of the substantive aspects to policy issues and how to work within institutional and
government constraints; such as working to political agendas, budgetary performance
outcomes and ministerial preferences for briefing information. These skills were essential to
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ensuring that information used within policy processes is credible and defensible, but also
accurate, relevant and feasible—and therefore acceptable to management and decision
makers.
The study of policy settings using interpretive approaches has shown policy making to be
multi-faceted; mediated more by human interaction, and organisational and political interests,
than research evidence (Yanow 1996). This ethnography has crystalised learnings about
important forms of social construction in policy processes, discerning what this contributes to
an understanding of meetings and documents as important loci for enacting policy work. I
have shown how these are sites of collective sense-making, and illustrated their practical utility
in planning, reviewing and managing long duration projects such as multi-year evaluations and
intensive policy analysis activities. Policy documents, such as discussion papers written by
staff, as well as draft evaluation report produced by externals—have been explored as
concrete manifestations of these collective and structured processes of team interaction
(Freeman & Maybin 2011). Although the tracings of these deliberations disappeared from view
as tracked-changes and comments bubbles were erased, and evaluation documents
transitioned to final versions—in doing so, this study has shown how the revised documents
became infused with policy knowledge, containing ‘authenticated’ and agreed information
that had been distilled, condensed and synthesised from across the policy-scape by policy
teams. It also showed how the language that featured within documents became infused with
policy knowledge. This vision of what staff were engaged in day-to-day contrasts with
normative and technocratic visions of policy formation structured by policy cycles or phases of
action and review (Howard 2005), or a convergence in this cycle with research evidence at
discrete points in time.
Although this study did not aim to focus on the underpinning philosophical knowledge aspects
to policy making, exploration of the relational enactment of knowledge creation and expertise
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augments significant ethnographic work already in existence about the realities of policy
making and engagements with research through this knowledge lens (Maybin 2013; Maybin
2016). The practical realities of policy work resonate with Maybin’s observation that policy
makers felt their task “was not to come up with the solution to some societal problem; it was
instead to take ideas or proposals brought in by others, and to turn them into workable
policies” (2015, p. 289). Maybin’s emphasis on how external forms of knowledge are brought
into the policy sphere and are remixed and prioritised by staff to produce feasible action aligns
with the broad findings from my study, despite being conducted within a different policy
setting. This illustrates the relevance of findings generated from ethnographic enquiry across
multiple policy settings, particularly those with comparable systems of government such as
Australian and the United Kingdom.
Case study descriptions of how policy teams managed and guided the final stages of a program
evaluation bring to life a concept already well articulated within interpretive policy studies—
that multiple forms of information are used within the policy setting. When policy making is
understood as a collective process of coalescing underlying beliefs about a policy’s purpose
and the means to achieve it (Sabatier 1988), the task becomes one of balancing or ‘weaving’
together (Parsons 2004) diverse and conflicting information sources and perspectives to craft
convincing and acceptable advice to decision makers. Consequently, what works in policy
formulation may not be synonymous with technical feasibility or be consistent with the
strongest evidence for efficacy (Russell et al. 2008).
The rituals connected to meetings that operated across policy teams were shown to be
enabled by shared, but tacit, knowledge of how to ‘talk policy’ as way to plan and generate
policy action. This resonates with the suggestion that:
even though policy workers spend much of their day structuring interaction with other
participants, they find it difficult to describe the activity or explain the need for it, referring to it
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formally as ‘coordination’ and less formally as ‘muddle’, ‘confusion’ or ‘chaos’ (Colebatch 2006,
p. 314).

This centrality of ‘doing policy’ by meeting is also supported by Freeman, who contends that
meetings have clear parameters for who attends, their purpose, and what happens during
such events; possessing an underlying intentionality as “purposively constructed as an
occasion for policy making” (2019a, p. 375). Together, these understandings echo the idea that
meetings are an effective mechanism for ‘doing policy’, even if this is not explicitly
acknowledged by staff who engage in them. The interactions and processes that occurred
within meetings of my study whereby knowledge is ‘authenticated’, constitute a paradigm of
everyday research use in policy work, and demonstrates the essential link between routine
practices and utilisation of information, including research and evaluation findings.
The case studies furthermore showed that meetings, as a well-rehearsed mantra, centred
structured interaction among members and a mutual alignment of beliefs regarding
appropriate policy actions. These illustrations account for the inseparable nature of facts and
values in policy making (Russell et al. 2008, p. 43), and a need to exercise judgement to take
decisive action. In this study, meeting dynamics were mediated by collegiality and a mutual
desire to get the job done, within a bureaucratic-political nexus characterised by short
timeframes, policy uncertainty, and ever-changing priorities. A supposed under-utilisation of
research in formulating policy is thereby revealed as arising from the need for policy staff to
draw on a wide variety of alternative information sources to identify, minimise or eliminate
policy risk as information travels along the prescribed channels to executive management and
decision makers. Policy staff rely on their experience and judgement, drawing also from their
underlying beliefs and values, in formulating desirable or acceptable courses of action. This
suggests that how research and evidence is utilised represents logical and rational policy
practices, and a lack of evidence use is not an irresponsible decision to ignore what may be
considered solutions in other contexts, including academia.
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This study successfully utilised ethnographic techniques and sensibilities to position the usage
of information and evidence within the overall logic and rationality of common policy tasks.
For instance, team efforts to finalise draft evaluation reports showed how research was a
crucial component of ‘policy knowledge’ (Colebatch 2006), but its use was mediated by
needing to draw from other sources and sectors of government. Policy staff synthesised
knowledge and insights from the report with other forms, principally through scrutinising the
drafts during team meetings, and by reviewing, writing and circulating emails and documents
(Freeman 2012). Through customs and rituals connected to reviewing the draft report, I
demonstrated how policy-relevant information was deliberated to arrive at ‘authenticated’
policy knowledge. This is an amalgam of research evidence and knowledge drawn from other
sources, such as legislative and regulatory domains, and from communication with internal
and external stakeholders—whereby information from these avenues was already debated
and noted by the team through meetings and discussion, and prioritised through iterative
rounds of email. As a result, the policy advice drafted was effectively assured to enable
confidence that evaluation reports, the key points selected regarding this and their
implications for the broader policy setting, was accurate and vital information upon which
future action could be built. This helps to clarify how doing policy work is enabled by expert
skills oriented to crafting persuasive and credible advice to decision-makers, and the
importance of team interactions in doing this.
This study explicitly explores the role of research and evidence against the nature of ‘policy
work’ and ‘policy knowledge’ (2006; 2010b). Managing the finalisation of the evaluation report
as a body of research evidence was a key task in the work of policy staff. This involved much
more than simply checking requirements to enable payment of the commissioned academic.
Instead, policy work involved ensuring that the document would be accepted by decision
makers, and the public, and be construed as a complete reference with clear, accurate and
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defensible information. The usefulness of the report was enhanced by the team through
identifying, along the process, how the evaluation report could be used to inform their work,
pre-empting potential risks of misinterpretation and unintended policy consequences; and by
providing appropriate and credible policy advice upwards through the government
bureaucracy. The team both brought policy knowledge to meetings from their respective
involvements, and formulated new policy knowledge in the form of amalgamated and
coherent policy advice. This enabled research and evidence contained within the evaluation to
be noted by higher decision makers, and to inform policy thinking. This idea echoes the idea
that professional judgement is “the capacity to relate different means to one another so as to
produce outcomes which will be widely accepted as valid” (Colebatch 2006, p. 314). Policy
knowledge is mobilised through condensing and distilling information to bring it into a format
that is digestible within organisational norms and constraints, but a key purpose to doing this
is to ensure that the report will be accepted as valid and trustworthy evidence by diverse
audiences.
The constrained capacity for policy staff to directly, and instrumentally, utilise research and
evidence, is illustrated through different document formats produced to communicate the
results of policy analysis, and to draft policy advice. While a discussion paper allowed issues to
be described and contextualised with great depth and detail, a policy brief may prescribe that
only three to four dot points be inserted. Research literacy and skills were highly regarded in
policy roles, but alone this was not sufficient to bring about direct uptake of research when the
written formats to communicate research findings within the policy setting were short, and
the task required professional judgement to combine and condense information, and to
mitigate potential risks and unintended consequences.
The detailed descriptions within case studies have contributed knowledge about how policy
teams manage evaluations and prepare for the learnings. The ‘two communities’ theory
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highlights that a central barrier to research and evaluation learnings is a lack of relevance to
policy priorities and poor timeliness of findings. This study demonstrated that achieving
evaluation relevance to policy priorities needs to be actively monitored and managed, and that
this can be achieved through policy teams aligning policy interests with evaluation questions.
This is aligned not only within contractual documentation, but as an unfolding process in which
evaluation practice can undesirably deviate from what has been agreed between evaluator
and institution. Through early and sustained efforts to manage the relationship with
commissioned academics, facilitate communication across the research to policy nexus, and
anticipate and mitigate risks to the successful completion of the project—final evaluation
reports are able to be produced that are relevant and timely in their delivery.
Lastly, the practice of policy analysis has been described as an effective and strategic process
for assembling and collating relevant information to answer identified policy questions or
address policy issues or dilemmas. While this activity incorporated research and evidence,
knowledge from across government contained in reports, enquires and policies, were
indispensable as a source of knowledge about possible policy options and feasible solutions.
This confirms that policy analysis as “research-informed analysis” by staff may be a more
significant form of influence on policy decisions than external expertise (Head 2010, p. 88).
This study has suggested possible explanations for why this is so, through offering insight into
the importance of accuracy and credibility in policy documents—and suggests that the
significance of this increases as a document’s intended audience increases in authority. Depth
and detail may be suitable to include when the purpose is to facilitate low-key discussions
within local operational areas, to construct a rationale to gain support from immediate
management. However, when prepared as policy advice to a higher decision-maker such as the
minister, the accuracy of information must be tightened, and the document form becomes
condensed.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS
In this final page I provide last words about the contribution of this study as anthropological
enquiry, and the exploration of shared cultural norms and practices of a group of policy actors
in their engagements with research and evidence.
This approach has been successful in generating a holistic and grounded account of how
research and evidence is entangled within the processes of the branch and behaviours of staff.
As a method to gain insight into tacit knowledges, and to the meanings behind everyday
actions and interactions, this lens has been generative for producing a broad outline of the
contribution of research and evidence to the policy setting from the collective perspective of
policy actors. It has been able to lead to the development of a theoretical model or ‘culture of
research’, enabled by an active participation by the researcher in work processes and practices
and a harnessing of the etic and emic perspectives afforded by the ethnographic method. This
method has succeeded in revealed a world that could not have become known, or be
described in fine detail, using standard qualitative techniques; and offers a view of not just
what occurred or how—but in what ways. In embedding an interpretive framework
throughout the study, the resulting model contributes practical, analytical and theoretical
understandings of research engagements within policy work that can also be used to enhance
an understanding of other policy settings.
As overall study conclusion: the practice of utilising research and evidence is overwhelmingly
and inexorably bound to the ‘policy work’ and ‘policy knowledge’ of staff—such that to know
one is to reveal the other. To connect the sphere of policy practice to that of research
utilisation—normally regarded in isolation—required a form of enquiry capable of putting
these two sides back together again. Ethnography has been instrumental in accomplishing
that.
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